ABSTRACT
IDENTIFYING BARRIERS TO AN APOSTOLIC ETHOS
WITHIN PARK UNITED METHODIST CHURCH
by
Michael B. Allen
The purpose of this study was to determine the prevalence of an “apostolic ethos”
within the congregation of Park United Methodist Church of Lexington, Kentucky, and to
identify and evaluate the barriers that hinder a more missional mind-set toward the
immediate neighborhood in order to propose a plan of action for overcoming them.
This study utilized focus groups as a means of identifying missional attitudes
within a selected group of adult members of Park Church through the recurring language
and themes that emerged within facilitated group discourse.
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CHAPTER 1
UNDERSTANDING THE PROBLEM
Background
In June 1997, my family and I departed Myrtle Beach, South Carolina, for
Wilmore, Kentucky, where I began studies in the Beeson Pastor Program at Asbury
Theological Seminary. My wife, Angie, and I arrived with the hope that the Beeson
Program, with its emphasis on church leadership and biblical preaching, would be an
effective transition experience as I moved from full-time youth ministry into the
challenges of leading a congregation as senior pastor.
As a growth experience, the Beeson program did not disappoint. My classmates
and I were privileged to visit and observe numerous dynamic congregations throughout
the country, across a spectrum of denominational lines. These visits opened my eyes to
the possibility of what a local church could become, especially in terms of outreach to the
unchurched and the nominally churched.
The on-campus classes were stimulating as well. One of the first courses in the
curriculum was formative: Dr. Darrell Whiteman’s class on cultural anthropology. More
specifically, his course exposed me to a book by Dr. Lesslie Newbigin, an influential
missiologist of the twentieth century. Newbigin’s book The Gospel in a Pluralist Society
quickened my spirit and deepened my understanding of the local church as a living
witness to the gospel of the kingdom of God in the midst of its surrounding culture. For
example, Newbigin believes a church that is true to its calling will be “a community that
does not live for itself but is deeply involved in the concerns of its neighborhood” (229).
Course work and field trips intersected during a January 1998 visit to southern

Allen 2
California. The primary purpose of our visit was to attend conferences at two
megachurches, the Crystal Cathedral and Saddleback Community Church. Yet one
afternoon “side trip” carried greater weight for me—a visit to Mosaic, formerly called
The Church on Brady, in east central Los Angeles. We visited the church in the midst of
transition, as Erwin McManus had recently replaced Tom Wolfe as pastor.
Mosaic fascinated me. While the Crystal Cathedral and Saddleback Community
Church boasted more people and impressive facilities, Mosaic’s significant connection
with its immediate neighborhood resonated with my emerging vision of the Church as
influenced by Newbigin. Here, I thought, is the kind of congregation I would like to
pastor: one with a mission mind-set (Mosaic is known for sending a large number of
missionaries), a diverse demographic, and a vital connection with its neighborhood.
My wife and I had moved to Wilmore with a shared desire to seek God’s will for
our future. Our original assumption was that church planting would be the ideal scenario
for us. Starting a church from scratch seemed to offer great promise, including the
freedom from the traditionalist trappings of “doing church.” Yet most of the models of
church planting we observed were suburban, homogenous, and situated in middle-class,
predominantly white neighborhoods. Moreover, the larger ones were regional, drawing
from a broad geographic radius that made neighborhood connections secondary. In
contrast, my heart resonated more with the neighborhood church, and I found myself
drawn to two possibilities: church planting in a more urban setting or working toward the
renewal of an existing congregation in a more urban setting.
A phone call in April 1998 brought Angie and me to a decision point regarding
our future. I had investigated the possibility of transferring to the Kentucky Conference
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of the United Methodist Church since I was a native of Lexington, Kentucky. Dr. Al
Gwinn, the Lexington district superintendent, called me to ask how I would feel about
being appointed to Park United Methodist Church in Lexington. Dr. Gwinn gave us
twenty-four hours to decide.
Growing up a United Methodist in Lexington, I knew of Park Church. It had the
reputation as a once-strong church that was in a state of steady decline. During the year
of Beeson studies, I had learned a bit more about Park Church through my growing
friendship with Dr. Ellsworth Kalas, a member of the Beeson faculty and an active
participant in the life of Park Church. From my conversations with Dr. Kalas, I learned
that not much had changed about Park Church since I left central Kentucky in 1993.
Angie and I drove to Lexington that evening and spent time driving around Park
Church and its surrounding neighborhood, while praying for direction about our future.
In a sense, Park seemed to be exactly the kind of church I had hoped to pastor, being a
congregation in need of renewal with the possibility of a vital connection to its
neighborhood. Though not an urban setting, per se, it was situated within a mile of
downtown, adjacent to the University of Kentucky campus, and within a neighborhood of
economic and generational diversity (though racial diversity was minimal). The
possibilities seemed promising. I called Dr. Gwinn and accepted the appointment,
beginning my pastorate at Park Church on Father’s Day, 21 June 1998.
During my first few months at Park Church, I evaluated the situation the
congregation was facing. Statistical research indicated that average worship attendance
had declined from an average of approximately three hundred in the mid-1960s to an
average of approximately 150 in 1997. The congregation was primarily elderly, and very
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few active members resided within a half-mile radius of the church. Perhaps most
troubling was the lack of any significant connection with the church’s immediate
neighborhood. This conclusion was drawn primarily from simple observation, as few
residents of the immediate neighborhood attended the church, as well as the anecdotal
evidence from isolated conversations with people in the vicinity, most of whom were
largely unfamiliar with Park Church. Some who lived only a block away were unable to
indicate where Park Church was located.
During the course of my first year as Park Church’s pastor, I selected and
convened a group of laypersons and ministry staff in a group called the Vision Team.
Over the course of six months, we prayerfully discussed and evaluated Park Church,
seeking a God-revealed vision for who we might become as a congregation. We studied
the New Testament book of Acts and read other books related to church growth and
renewal. We also visited Ginghamsburg United Methodist Church near Dayton, Ohio, a
church that had grown from a small semi-rural congregation into a regional church of
several thousand members. Out of that process, a vision was born for the future of our
church. Influenced by my appreciation for Newbigin and inspired by the radiating
witness of the early Church, which started local and became global, the following
statement was adopted in the summer of 1999: “We at Park Church want to become
living evidence in our neighborhood that God is real and the gospel is true” (“Park
Church” 5). Central to this vision is the idea that God has placed our faith community in
its present location for a reason—to be a living witness to our neighbors of the good news
of the kingdom of God.
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A Developing Program of Outreach
Over the past four years since the vision statement was adopted, Park Church has
taken several steps to be more visible and connected within its immediate neighborhood.
Some of these steps have simply been cosmetic, such as a new sign, attractive and
visible to pedestrian and vehicular traffic, periodic banners, which promote special
events and services, and cosmetic improvements to the building and grounds through
landscaping improvements and by replacing the yellowed Plexiglas that covered the
stained-glass windows.
Another step involved the development of an “Outreach Team,” who have
organized and planned intentional acts of kindness within the neighborhood, inspired by
Steve Sjogren’s concept of “servant evangelism” as detailed in his book, Conspiracy of
Kindness. Sjogren is the founding pastor of the Vineyard Church in Cincinnati, Ohio, a
church built primarily through outreach in the form of “random acts of kindness.”
Over the past five years, Park Church’s outreach projects have included a free car
wash, held in the church parking lot for three consecutive years, in which those driving
by are invited to have their vehicles washed free of charge; handing out free drinks and
Popsicles twice in the large city park (Woodland Park) adjacent to the church building;
providing muffins to students at the Kaufman Beauty School, directly across the street
from the church building. Several times, women from the congregation have taken them a
free basket of muffins; Christmas caroling the last several years door-to-door in the
neighborhood, while handing out free bags of cookies; a prayer walk in the summer of
2001. I spent several Sunday afternoons, usually accompanied by a layperson, going door
to door and asking persons if they had any specific prayer needs that the church could
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remember in prayer; and, ice storm cleanup on one Saturday in February 2003 when a
group of volunteers from Park Church went door-to-door, offering free yard cleanup of
branches and debris following the worst ice storm in several decades.
Park Church has also attempted to connect with the immediate neighborhood
through special events and worship services such as Vacation Bible School, held four of
the past five summers, with direct advertising to those outside the church family, with
many participants coming from the surrounding area; an Easter Egg Hunt, held in March
2002, with direct advertising to those outside the church family and again, with several
children from the neighborhood participating; and, Church in the Park, held each
September from 1999-2002, in which the primary Sunday morning worship service is
held outdoors in Woodland Park with a free cookout/picnic afterward. Those in the
neighborhood are invited via posters and direct mail postcards.
Looking Back
June 2003 marked my five year anniversary as the pastor of Park United
Methodist Church. Such occasions often prompt critical reflection, and I have found
myself asking how far we have come in fulfilling our vision to be “living evidence in our
neighborhood that God is real and the gospel is true.” As noble and occasionally
effective as these projects and events have been, my perceptions suggest that while we
may have increased our visibility in the neighborhood to some degree, our church has not
yet experienced consistently significant engagement with our neighbors. Moreover, I am
not convinced that our sense of outreach has moved beyond our mere involvement in
such projects toward a deeper transformation within the very ethos of our congregation.
Simply put, I do not believe that we, the people of Park Church, see ourselves as a
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mission community within our neighborhood.
This inward orientation is not uncommon among churches and usually reflects a
congregation’s failure to understand fully the nature of the gospel and the kingdom of
God. In other words, the people do not see themselves as entrusted with the “good news”
of God’s saving love in Jesus Christ, nor do they see themselves in partnership with
Christ, proclaiming through word and deed the present reign of God so that the poor are
encouraged, the oppressed are set free, and the blind receive their sight. They do not view
themselves as God’s special agents of light in the midst of a darkened neighborhood.
Many congregations, like the ancient Hebrews, fail to realize that their election is not an
end unto itself but rather that they as God’s holy people are to become a conduit through
which God might bless the nations.
Park Church: A Brief History
Park Church was formed as a Methodist congregation, with roots in a movement
well known for its pervasive apostolic ethos. The early American Methodists, Mark Noll
writes, formed a zealous missionary force, beginning with small numbers, but quickly
became “the most pervasive form of Christianity in the United States (169). John Mason
Peck, an itinerant Baptist minister in the early 1800s, spoke with admiration of the
pioneering Methodist missionaries:
A system of itinerant missions, or “circuit-preaching,” as our Methodist
friends call it, is the most economical and successful mode of supplying
the destitute, and strengthening and building up feeble churches, that has
been tried. It is truly the apostolic mode. (qtd. in Noll 170)
True to its apostolic heritage, Park Church began as a mission congregation—an
extension of Hill Street Methodist Episcopal Church, South (now First United Methodist
Church) in Lexington. In 1905, a small Sunday school class from Hill Street Church
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began meeting on the corner of High Street and Park Avenue, in what was then the outer
edge of the city. Within two years, an official congregation, with its own church building,
had been formed under the name “Park Avenue Methodist Episcopal Church, South.”
Around 1914, the congregation began work on a new facility on the corner of High Street
and Clay Avenue. While the facility was being completed (a process that took six years
due to World War I), the congregation met in a building on the corner of High and
Woodland and subsequently dropped the word “Avenue” from the name, becoming “Park
Methodist Episcopal Church, South,” referring to nearby Woodland Park—a large city
park. Apparently Park Church was envisioned as a church for its neighborhood. Of
course, in an era when travel was more difficult, just as the automobile was emerging as a
practical source of transportation, most churches were primarily built to serve their
neighborhoods.
Park Church grew steadily until the mid-1960s when it began its gradual decline.
As noted earlier, when I arrived as pastor in 1998, the missionary zeal that had marked
the church’s early days seemed virtually nonexistent, and their connection to the
neighborhood negligible. As Park’s members began moving out of the neighborhood and
into the suburbs during the 1950s and 1960s, they continued to attend the church but took
very few intentional steps in connecting with the newer residents of the neighborhood.
This is similar to the “ex-neighborhood church,” as described by Lyle Schaller, in which
former residents of surrounding neighborhoods have moved to suburban areas far from
the church but still commute back for church services (51).
Neighborhood Context
Park United Methodist Church is located at the corner of High and Clay, on the
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edge of the Chevy Chase area of Lexington. A part of the Aylesford historic district, Park
Church is in an architecturally protected neighborhood that dates from the early years of
the twentieth century. Most of the homes in the neighborhood are over fifty years old,
and the heads of household include a diversity of ages (from college students to the
elderly) as well as incomes (from renters who live month-to-month to affluent “old
money” families). It has a reputation for being an “artsy” and trendy neighborhood. No
large churches (over two hundred in attendance) reside within the immediate community.
A Lack of Missionary Vision
This perceived lack of apostolic vision within the Park Church ethos begs the
question of what barriers inhibit local missional vision. My experiences in local church
ministry, along with the perspectives of contemporary writers on American religious
culture, prompt me to suggest several likely causes.
Individualism
As numerous sociologists have observed, perhaps most forcefully in the book
Habits of the Heart, “[i]ndividualism lies at the very core of American culture” (Bellah et
al. 142). Given that every current member of Park Church is an American citizen, this
pervasive self-orientation would seem likely to affect the congregation’s sense of
responsibility for the neighbors surrounding the church building. Unless aggressively
resisted, the surrounding culture is always a powerful evangelist.
One sign that individualism is a likely barrier at Park Church is the lack of
personal evangelism that seems to take place among its members. During my five years
as pastor, few, if any, of the members have brought unchurched friends or coworkers to
worship, an apparently common trend among American churchgoers. In his book The
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Unchurched Next Door, Thom Rainer writes, “The reality we have found in our research
is that very few Christians invite the unchurched to church” (227).
Ironically, individualism even shapes the ethos of a community so that the
community itself can become individualistic (despite the apparent contradiction). In these
situations, the congregation becomes a “lifestyle enclave,” to borrow a phrase from
Habits of the Heart, where persons of similar tastes and perspectives gather, celebrating
“the narcissism of similarity” (Bellah et al. 72). C. Norman Kraus writes, “The group has
become for us a collection of individuals created by [original emphasis] individuals for
[original emphasis] their own individual advantages” (32). Charles Van Engen offers a
similar critique:
One might think that we Protestant Christians would have tried to speak to
modernity’s rampant individualism. But we have not done so. To the
contrary, we have fostered a strong sense of individual salvation,
particularly in terms of our perspective on conversion. (440)
Sometimes the individualism within a church is less overtly selfish, as when
persons view their church family as a refuge from the world. Erwin Raphael McManus
describes this as turning churches into monasteries, “places that became spiritual havens
for us, focusing on our spiritual life, caring for our spiritual needs, and nurturing our
spiritual health” (65). Thus, churches become refuges “from” the world rather than
refuges “for” the world around them.
A Christendom Mind-Set
Rooted within the Constantinian tradition of a church-dominated culture is the
notion that church involvement is such a natural part of people’s lives that “reaching out”
is not really necessary, except perhaps for the pastor to visit potential church members
after they visit the worship service.
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Many Christian sociologists and missiologists argue that the current age is a postChristian culture. George C. Hunter, III explains this development:
The Church enjoys less and less of the “home field advantage” it
experienced in the “Christendom” period of Western history, when parish
churches influenced virtually everything in Western culture.
Consequently, we observe an increasing number of “secular people”—
who have navigated their whole lives beyond the serious influence of
Christian churches. They have little or no Christian memory, background,
or vocabulary. (Church 20)
As a result, the local church must move beyond the passive expectation that
visitors will “show up” toward the outwardly focused paradigm of penetrating the
neighborhood. As Bruce Larson writes in the preface of Hunter’s book, “Jesus did not tell
the world to go to church. He told the church to go to the world” (10). George
Hunsberger writes, “The Christendom experiment has run its course and is over, but our
images and instincts are still formed by its memory” (“Newbigin Gauntlet” 17).
The Christendom viewpoint can influence even the well-intentioned. For
example, when I arrived at Park Church, full of evangelistic fervor, I had a rather
condescending attitude toward a regular program within the church’s ministry: the
monthly Methodist Men’s Supper. At this event, ten to fifteen men (primarily elderly)
would eat a hearty supper, prepared by one of them on a rotating basis, and then listen to
a guest speaker make a presentation that was intentionally “non-religious.” It was likely
modeled after a civic club gathering. These men would usually spend time during the
meal discussing and lamenting how few men attended compared to bygone days and that
no young men (besides the pastor) were present. Every month, they would contemplate
how they could get more men to their suppers.
As the new preacher, I was not surprised when they asked my advice, and I was
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happy to comply. “Your question is wrong,” I suggested. “Instead of asking, ‘How can
we get more men to come to our suppers?’ you should be asking, ‘How can we minister
to more men?’ Perhaps the monthly supper doesn’t appeal to younger men anymore.” I
felt good about my answer and, likely, a bit smug.
A couple of years later, I realized how prone I am to the same mistake. While
sitting in my office, I was discouraged and confused over the lack of growth in worship
attendance. After all, we had improved the service tremendously, including a blended
musical style, a visitor-friendly bulletin, and biblical, relevant preaching. The thought
occurred to me, “I’m just like the Methodist Men. I’m asking the wrong question. Instead
of asking, ‘How can we get more people to come to our worship service?’ I should be
asking, ‘How can we minister to more people?’”
I was guilty of a Christendom mind-set, believing that the key to church growth
was having an excellent, more contemporary worship service. After all, if people are
looking for a good church, we need to be as attractive as possible when they arrive. The
truth is, however, that our neighborhood, like the city and country, is full of persons who
give no thought to church attendance. A worship service could have the preaching of Bill
Hybels and the music of the Brooklyn Tabernacle, but many persons in our neighborhood
are not going to attend. To them, Sunday is just another day.
Interestingly, when I began to recognize my own Christendom mind-set, I vowed
to get out into the neighborhood. Inspired by Jesus’ model in the gospels of “ministry
while walking around,” a few laypersons and I began to knock on doors in the
neighborhood, asking persons we encountered if they had any specific needs for which
we at Park Church could pray—no strings attached. While this seemed to disregard some
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church-growth theorists who argue that people do not appreciate spontaneous visits, I
reasoned that we had nothing to lose. After all, they were not coming to Park Church
anyway.
Over that summer of walking the neighborhood, I learned more about our local
culture than in the previous three years of primarily waiting on visitors to show up.
Furthermore, to my delight, a few months later, a young couple we had visited came to
our worship service. Not long after their becoming involved in the congregation, the
husband sent me a grateful e-mail that said the following: “Most churches’ idea of
outreach is to put up a banner that says, ‘Revival Next Week.’ But you actually went into
the community, and my wife and I are grateful for such a wonderful church family.”
Not long after, however, I began to neglect this risky form of outreach.
Apathy
In his recent book Boiling Point, George Barna states, “In 1990 pastors told us
their church’s most pressing ministry needs were addressing people’s time commitments
and apathy toward ministry” (237). I have noticed this problem in comparing the
difficulties associated with recruiting persons for “in-house” ministries as opposed to
outwardly focused ministries. Frankly, many people within Park Church have little
significant motivation for a real investment in outreach. Barna writes, “Ministry to the
community, it turns out, is one of those image-building programs that everybody wants to
highlight but nobody really wants to serve” (245). Perhaps that justifies this observation
from R. R. Reno: “Christians have not always thought pride to be the deepest threat to
faith. For the ancient spiritual writers of the monastic movement, spiritual apathy was far
more dangerous” (31). Rainer roots this apathy in deliberate disobedience:
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One of the main reasons many Christians do not share their faith is simply
explained by the word disobedience. Spiritual lethargy takes place when
we fail to obey him. The problem for many Christians is that they are not
growing spiritually, and lack of spiritual growth inevitably leads to a
diminished desire to share Christ with others. (217)
Busy-ness
While the number of Americans who claim to attend church regularly has
remained fairly constant, recent trends have indicated a decreased frequency in
involvement. In other words, regular church attendees are not as “regular” as they used to
be (Barna, Boiling Point 212). This inconsistency is one reason why many congregations
(including Park Church) no longer offer such activities as Sunday evening or midweek
worship services. Barna offers statistical evidence for the decreased commitment among
American church members:
[B]oth church volunteerism and Sunday School involvement dropped from
1 out of every 4 adults to about 1 in 5…[O]nly about half of the
individuals who associate with Christian churches are actively involved in
anything beyond Sunday morning fare. (215)
In our congregation, one of the primary reasons people give for their lack of
involvement is busy-ness, even among the leaders. Barna writes, “Our research shows
that the typical lay leaders are not completely sold on their faith or church, and they are
extremely busy and greatly distracted from the church’s agenda” (Boiling Point 215).
Consumerism
Another obstacle to an apostolic ethos is when persons view the church as a
provider of spiritual services rather than as a mission post in the world. This image of the
church is often obvious in the things people say when they leave a particular church, such
as “I wasn’t being fed,” or, “Our needs weren’t being met.”
Rodney Clapp describes this self-oriented perspective toward the church as
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“gnostic consumerism”:
This attitude is gnostic to the extent that it leads Christians to focus on
private, inner equilibrium unconnected to the world around us. Yet the
gospel of Jesus Christ is about the salvation not of monadic, isolated
individuals but of the world, of the entire groaning creation (Romans
8:22). (40)
This attitude can also be evident among “church-shoppers”:
He walked confidently up to me on a Sunday morning. It was clear that he
knew his way around a church…. He introduced himself and explained
that he had been attending for a little over a month. He informed me that
the teaching met his standards, that the music was acceptable, and that he
was pleased with what he found in the children’s and youth ministries….
This wasn’t about theology; this was all about customer service. (30-31)
George Hunsberger asserts that “in the North American setting, we have come to view
the church as a ‘vendor of religious service and goods’” (“Sizing Up the Shape” 337-38).
I had a similar impression when an eccentric older woman in our congregation
approached me and said, with some frustration, “I had a birthday recently.” To which I
responded, “Well, happy birthday, then! I hope you had a good one.” Her reply was terse:
“I didn’t receive a birthday card from the church.” After an awkward silence, she
continued, “Don’t you still send birthday cards from the church?” I replied, “No, I wasn’t
aware that we ever did.” Feeling a bit mischievous that day, I continued, “You know, I
had a birthday back in April, and I don’t recall getting a card from you.” Her abrupt
reply marked the end of our conversation: “I’m not the preacher!”
An Institutional View of the Church
Many persons view the church as an organization that does good deeds in which
the individual feels little obligation to participate. For example, some are heard to say,
regarding some perceived ill within the community, “I wonder if the church is going to
do something about that?” Furthermore, I have heard this type of complaint more than
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once, usually from an elderly member: “I stopped to see Mrs. Johnson [a homebound
member], as I do every month or so, and she said that no one from the church has been to
see her for a long time.” In each of these situations, the implication is clear—the
“church” is equivalent to the “pastor.”
In others, the church is identified with the building it occupies more than with the
people who form the congregation, as evidenced in the last significant written history of
Park Church. Written in the early 1960s, the account says very little about ministry and
quite a lot about the two primary buildings that had been completed, the parsonages sold
and purchased, and the mini-bus acquired. In McManus’ words, the church is seen by
many to be a “monument” rather than a “movement” (64). Thus, a lack of missional
ownership is not difficult to understand, given such a depersonalized view of the church.
Postmodern Pluralism
In contemporary culture, many Christians believe that Christianity claims no
exclusive grasp of ultimate truth. The impact of the emerging postmodernity reaches
across generational lines to varying degrees, even among self-professing evangelical
Christians. For example, Barna through his research discovered that 46 percent of
evangelicals surveyed agreed with this statement: “Christians, Jew, Muslims, Buddhists,
and others all pray to the same God even though they use different names for that God”
(What Americans 212). This viewpoint is likely to affect the missional urgency of a local
church given that truth claims are seen to be relative. Therefore, some argue that no
person can be truly lost if they are sincere in their beliefs.
A Survival Mentality
A common theme among declining churches is the supreme importance of
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survival. In his book An Unstoppable Force, McManus describes the situation he faced in
his first pastorate, meeting with a group of leaders of a struggling church in south Dallas:
As I overviewed all our assumed-to-be-minimal assets, I suddenly
discovered that we had over $20,000 in the bank! Not bad for a handful of
people ministering to a community that was primarily on welfare…. When
I insisted that we use the funds to reach the city rather than to maintain a
financial net for the church, one of the two other men in the meeting
frantically declared, “But we must survive!” (22-23)
This attitude is especially true for a church like Park, which struggles every year
to raise an adequate budget to fund the church’s ministries. As a result, the focus too
often centers on recruiting new members in order to help the church carry on. McManus
laments, “Once survival has become our supreme goal, we have lost our way.… The
purpose of the church cannot be to survive or even to thrive but to serve. And sometimes
servants die in the serving” (23).
A Lack of Apostolic Confidence
Hunter describes the optimistic evangelical zeal of the early American Methodists
as “apostolic confidence,” an attitude that “sprang from the life of Christ within them,
and the power of his Spirit among them, and their resolve to live, or die, for the gospel”
(To Spread the Power 20). Apostolic confidence is borne of a hopefulness of what God is
doing, that the gates of hell will not prevail against the Church of Jesus Christ. This
attitude reflects the missional vision of the apostles within the New Testament book of
Acts. According to Hunter, such confidence is enjoying a rebirth among some churches
today.
While such optimism can be an asset to apostolic churches, the lack of it can be a
significant barrier to local mission. After all, no one is motivated toward an enterprise
that has little hope for success. I recall one comment, early in my second year as pastor,
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during a church-wide meeting in which reaching out to the neighborhood was discussed.
A middle-aged woman, herself an active church member, argued, “We tried that before,
and it didn’t work!”
Biblical Foundations
The image of Christ-followers as missionary agents within their community has
strong biblical roots. In the Sermon on the Mount, recorded in the gospel of Matthew,
Jesus makes this statement to his listeners:
You are the salt of the earth; but if salt has lost its taste, how can its
saltiness be restored? It is no longer good for anything, but is thrown out
and trampled under foot. You are the light of the world. A city built on a
hill cannot be hid. No one after lighting a lamp puts it under the bushel
basket, but on the lampstand, and it gives light to all the house. In the
same way, let your light shine before others, so that they may see your
good works and give glory to your Father in heaven. (Matt. 5:13-16)
Within this well-known text, Jesus uses two metaphors—salt and light—to describe those
who followed him. Each of these elements has the potential to impact its environment:
salt as a preservative against decay and light as an illuminator of darkness. Jesus
obviously had high hopes for the lives of his followers, and rightly so. After all, if these
were his disciples, a word meaning “learners,” then these protégés should imitate the
character of their mentor. In other words, Jesus’ disciples would reflect the Savior
himself, imitating the distinct and illuminating witness of his public life.
Jesus’ life as portrayed in the Gospels was marked by both engagement and
witness. Following his baptism and wilderness temptation, he emerges as the herald and
incarnation of God’s in-breaking kingdom. The day of the Lord, the year of God’s favor
that the prophets had promised, was beginning to unfold through him. He signified the
kingdom through miraculous deeds of mercy, as he healed the sick, exorcised demons,
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and even raised the dead. He taught about the kingdom’s reversed value system, where
the poor and lowly are exalted and the rich and powerful brought low. Moreover, he
invited all persons to repent and believe this good news that the kingdom had come near
in him.
He was, to borrow his metaphors, as distinctive as salt, preserving (and offering)
life in the midst of decay. His teaching had a unique air of authority, and unprecedented
power flowed from him. Like an elevated lamp, his works were not hidden from view.
Most of his ministry occurred not through persons seeking him but in his day-to-day
interactions with people as he walked among them. His ministry shone forth with a
radiance that illumined those in darkness. The apostle John writes concerning him, “The
true light, which enlightens everyone, was coming into the world” (John 1:9).
Following Christ’s death, resurrection, and ascension, the disciples returned to
Jerusalem in obedience to Jesus’ command. They were to wait upon the Father’s promise,
the Holy Spirit who would clothe them with power from on high. Upon receiving that
power, Jesus declared that they would be his “witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and
Samaria, and to the ends of the earth” (Acts 1:8). Jesus proved prophetic, as beginning
with Pentecost his disciples’ witness radiated outward, like a stone dropped into a pond
with waves that began in Jerusalem and rippled toward the ends of the earth. Like their
Lord, they signified the kingdom of God through miraculous deeds of mercy, taught of its
reversed value system, and invited persons to repent and become part of this heavenly
domain. Their lives were as distinctive as salt, causing people to ask questions that
provoked opportunities for preaching. Their lives were not hidden, either, as they shone
like a city set on a hill, risking their lives to proclaim the Lordship of Jesus of Nazareth.
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The book of Acts records the lives and deeds of these earliest disciples in which the
church existed not as a static institution but as a dynamic movement within the
surrounding culture. Missions was not a program of the early Church; the Church itself
was a mission sent by Christ even as Christ had been sent by the Father.
The Purpose Stated
McManus believes that “within every church, an apostolic ethos is waiting to
emerge. It lies dormant within every genuine community of faith, though perhaps latent
and asleep” (20). This perspective leads one to wonder how dormant this “apostolic
ethos” is within Park Church, how it can be more fully awakened, and how the
congregation can be more active and effective in mission within its immediate
neighborhood, fulfilling Jesus Christ’s images of distinctive salt and illuminating light.
The purpose of this study was to determine the prevalence of an “apostolic ethos” within
Park Church and to identify the barriers that hinder it for the purpose of proposing a plan
for strengthening the congregation’s mission to the immediate neighborhood.
Research Questions
Two basic questions guided this project.
Research Question 1
To what extent does an apostolic ethos shape the identity of Park Church?
Research Question 2
What are the barriers that limit a pervasive apostolic ethos from permeating the
life and witness of Park Church?
Definitions
Apostolic in this study was derived from its etymological root, the word
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“Apostello,” defined in the dictionary appendix of the Greek New Testament as “send”
(22-23). Apostolic, therefore, refers to one who is sent. Ethos is defined by Webster’s as
“the character, sentiment, or disposition of a community or people; the spirit which
actuates manners and customs, and especially, moral attitudes, practices, and ideals”
(“Ethos” 878). McManus defines ethos more succinctly: “the fundamental character or
spirit of a culture” (97).
Therefore, a prevalent apostolic ethos exists within a congregation when the
people (1) understand “church” as a community “sent” in mission to the world, (2) define
a significant part of their identity in terms of “reaching out,” (3) participate actively in
ministries that bless and engage outsiders on their own turf, (4) share a deep, personal,
and abiding passion for those outside the faith, and (5) exhibit a Spirit-led confidence that
their mission to the world will bear fruit.
Mission is defined by David Bosch as “an enterprise that transforms reality” (xv).
Christian mission, therefore, is that dimension of the church’s life that seeks to transform
the reality around it with the good news of the kingdom of God. This is not something the
church does on its own but rather involves the church’s participation in the mission Dei,
the mission of God, in which God is working to redeem the world he has made.
Methodology
This qualitative, descriptive study sought to evaluate ecclesiological and
missiological attitudes within the congregation. Toward this end, six focus groups of
eight to thireteen persons apiece were convened over the course of a three-week period.
Within each focus group, a discussion was facilitated that assisted in ascertaining
fundamental attitudinal tendencies in regard to the mission mind-set within the
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congregation. The discussion within each focus group was videotaped and audio-taped,
and responses were transcribed and analyzed to determine recurring themes and attitudes.
Interpreting the responses of these focus groups helped identify the depth to which an
apostolic ethos has shaped the congregation while revealing obstacles to Park’s
development of a missionary ethos toward the immediate neighborhood.
Subjects
Sixty-six adults within the congregation participated in a total of six focus groups
of eight to thirteen persons apiece, convened in January and February 2004 at Park
United Methodist Church. The persons involved represented a diversity of age and
seniority within the church.
Delimitations and Generalizability
This study was limited by its unique context since the project centered on one
specific church and neighborhood. Nevertheless, the principles employed in addressing
and strengthening local mission could translate effectively for any congregation seeking
to develop a missionary ethos toward its immediate neighborhood or region.
Overview of the Dissertation
Chapter 2 of this project presents a biblical theology of Christian mission with a
broad sweep across both testaments. The chapter also focuses on recent trends in
missiological thinking with a special emphasis on the work of Lesslie Newbigin.
Chapter 3 presents the research design in more detail, and Chapter 4 reports the
research findings. Finally, Chapter 5 interprets and summarizes the research results while
also offering a plan of action in response.
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CHAPTER 2
REVIEW OF LITERATURE
The first part of this chapter pursues an understanding of the biblical theology of
mission through a broad sweep of the Old and New Testaments. The second section
observes recent shifts in missiology, with a special emphasis on Newbigin, and notes why
these trends have significance for local churches in America.
A Biblical Theology of Christian Mission
Christian mission is defined in Chapter 1 as that dimension of the church’s life
that seeks to transform the reality around it with the good news of the kingdom of God.
This definition, however, does not imply that mission is a New Testament idea only.
In developing a holistic, biblical theology of Christian mission, one must begin within the
Old Testament concept of mission.
The Old Testament and Mission
If Christian mission is narrowly understood as persons crossing cultural lines to
convert unbelievers to a new faith, then the Old Testament offers no significant examples
of missionary activity among the people of God. Nevertheless the Hebrew Scriptures
have much to say about a divinely ordained mission for humankind that involves the
transformation of reality.
Mission within Genesis: Creation and fall. In his seminal book, The Missionary
Nature of the Church, Johannes Blauw attests to the significance of the Bible’s first book:
The first chapters of Genesis are (as is the whole book of Genesis, for that
matter) a key to the understanding of all the rest of the Old Testament and
even, for those who recognize the unity of the Bible, of the whole Bible.
(18)
In Genesis chapter 1, God the Creator transforms a dark, lifeless, and formless void into a
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well-ordered biosphere teeming with plant and animal life. From their creation, the
animals themselves (explicitly those in sky and sea, but implicit for all) have a mission
dictated by God to fill the created earth with life: “Be fruitful and multiply and fill the
waters in the seas, and let birds multiply on the earth” (Gen. 1:22). The dual aspects of
their mission, then, are multiplication and permeation.
Following the creation of humanity, those who bear the image and likeness of
God, the Lord commissions them by expanding upon the blessing and mission of God’s
other creatures: “God blessed them, and said to them, ‘Be fruitful and multiply, and fill
the earth and subdue it; and have dominion over the fish of the sea and over the birds of
the air and over every living thing that moves on the earth’” (Gen. 1:28). Like the
animals, the human creatures are to multiply and fill the earth, but unique to the human
mission is the idea of “subduing,” to bring the created world under their sovereignty, to
be to the creation what God is to them. In essence, these human beings were to have
dominion over the creation in the likeness of the Creator. “Man as the image of God is
installed as his vice-regent over all creation with a mandate to control and rule it on
behalf of its maker” (Kostenberger and O’Brien 26). Whereas animals and humans would
both fill the planet, only humans would have dominion. Implied within the context of the
creation narrative is that human dominion would not be oppressive but good, not a
burden but a blessing.
This utopia is short-lived. From the Genesis perspective, human sin, expressed
through disobedience in the garden, brings a curse upon God’s good earth and all its
inhabitants. Sadly, those commissioned to pursue a healthy dominion have now burdened
all creation with disorder and disharmony; even the ground itself is cursed. As the story
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unfolds (or unravels), the evidence of this fall from grace is manifest in later generations,
leading to the complete corruption of all humankind, save for Noah and his family, the
only righteous remnant to be found.
Noah is then commissioned with a significant task—to construct a large boat as
an avenue of salvation from an impending catastrophic flood. Through Noah’s obedience,
God spares him and his family from destruction, along with a remnant of creatures from
every species, thereby providing the opportunity to restart creation. Following the flood,
Noah and his sons are given a mission similar to Adam and Eve’s: “Be fruitful and
multiply, and fill the earth” (Gen. 9:1). However, the once harmonious picture has been
tainted by the Fall, and human dominion will now bring torment to the animal kingdom
since the creatures themselves will be a source of human food: “The fear and dread of
you shall rest on every bird of the air, on everything that creeps on the ground, and on all
the fish of the sea; into your hand they are delivered.… Every moving thing that lives
shall be food for you” (9:3). In the post-flood world, human sovereignty will be a burden
to the animal kingdom, not a blessing.
In the subsequent generations after Noah, humanity increasingly displays a
corrupted dominion, culminating in the brazen attempt to build a great city and tower in
Genesis 11. Ironically, the people build the city in order to keep from fulfilling their
divine mandate to fill the earth: “Come, let us build ourselves a city, and a tower with its
top in the heavens, and let us make a name for ourselves; otherwise we shall be scattered
abroad upon the face of the whole earth [emphasis mine]” (11:4). Moreover, the
ambition behind the tower’s construction suggests that these humans wanted sole
authority and glory, a clear perversion of the intended role of vice-regency. Thus, through

Allen 26
eleven chapters of the divine project in Genesis, God is unable to find people who are fit
or amenable to complete the human mission of multiplication, permeation, and dominion.
The covenant with Abram. Still God is not finished with the human project. In
Genesis 12, God speaks to the adult son of nomadic Chaldeans and invites him into a
covenant partnership, to be a participant and beneficiary of a mission that God himself
will fulfill:
Now the Lord said to Abram, “Go from your country and your kindred
and your father’s house to the land that I will show you. I will make of
you a great nation, and I will bless you, and make your name great, so that
you will be a blessing. I will bless those who bless you, and the one who
curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed.” (12:1-3)
In summary, Abram is called to forsake the security of his home and family and go to a
land God will later reveal. Unlike the builders of Babel, who sought to establish the
greatness of their name, God himself promises to make Abram’s name great, and from
Abram himself a great nation will arise. Moreover, God will bless all the families of the
earth through Abram.
Each of the three original human missional components are contained within
God’s covenant with Abram. Regarding multiplication, God promises Abram that his
descendant will be as the stars of the sky (Gen. 15:5), later precipitating the name change
from Abram (meaning “Father”) to Abraham (“Father of multitudes”). Regarding
permeation, Abram is promised all the land he can see in every direction: “Rise up, walk
through the length and the breadth of the land, for I will give it to you” (Gen. 13:17).
Regarding dominion, Abram would become a great nation. In fact, he later receives a
divine promise defining exactly whose land his descendants will be given:
To your descendants I give this land, from the river of Egypt to the great
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river, the river Euphrates, the land of the Kenites, the Kenizzites, the
Kadmonites, the Hittites, the Perizzites, the Rephaim, the Amorites, and
Canaanites, the Girgashites, and the Jebusites. (Gen.15:18)
Despite the missional similarities to the original human mandate, a few key
differences are evident. For one thing, the divine mission now appears to be something
that will be primarily accomplished by God through Abram rather than by Abram’s own
efforts. This is a shift from Genesis 1 when Adam and Eve were commanded to be
fruitful, to fill the earth, and to subdue it, as though their mission was within human
capabilities. In this setting, however, God is telling Abram what is going to be done for
and through him and his descendants as the primary beneficiaries of the divine plan.
A second difference relates to the aspect of permeation. Rather than filling the
whole earth, Yahweh’s destiny is for Abram and his descendants to permeate only a
specific geographic area, a reality that will become clearer as the Pentateuch progresses.
The final significant difference within the Abram story is that a fourth missional
component is added (along with multiplication, permeation, and dominion), that of
blessing all the families of the earth. God declares, “I will bless those who bless you, and
the one who curses you I will curse; and in you all the families of the earth shall be
blessed” (Gen. 12:3).
While this component of blessing appears a new addition to the human mission,
this blessing was implicit from the start. Certainly blessing would at least be a by-product
within the context of God’s original mission to Adam and Eve since in the perfection of
the created order humanity’s dominion would not be oppressive but good, bringing
creation to fullness. The Fall, however, poisoned humanity to the extent that
multiplication, permeation, and dominion would only deepen the contamination. Thus,
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with Abram lies the hope that humanity’s original mission can yet be fulfilled. “The
divine summons of Abram and the promises to him are of momentous significance.
God’s intention to bless him, his seed and all peoples of the world is a reassertion of his
original purpose for humankind” (Kostenberger and O’Brien 30-31). Blauw writes, “The
call of Abraham, and the history of Israel which begins at that point, is the beginning of
the restoration of the lost unity of mankind and of the broken fellowship with God” (19).
This renewed hope for humanity is even more evident in God’s revelation to
Jacob (Abraham’s grandson) as he flees from his enraged brother Esau:
And he [Jacob] dreamed that there was a ladder set up on the earth, the top
of it reaching to heaven; and the angels of God were ascending and
descending on it. And the Lord stood beside him and said, “I am the Lord,
the God of Abraham your father and the God of Isaac; the land on which
you lie I will give to your offspring; and your offspring shall be like the
dust of the earth, and you shall spread abroad to the west and to the east
and to the north and the south; and all the families of the earth shall be
blessed in you and in your offspring.” (Gen. 28:10-14)
Note again the four missional components contained in verses 13-14: multiplication
(“your offspring shall be like the dust of the earth”), permeation (“you shall spread
abroad to the west and to the east and to the north and to the south”), dominion (“the land
on which you lie I will give to you and to your offspring”), and blessing (“and all the
families of the earth shall be blessed in you and your offspring”).
As Genesis unfolds, God’s mission begins to take shape among this distinct
people group, despite their sin and circumstances. Jacob multiplies, fathering twelve
sons, the future tribes of Israel. He returns to inhabit his homeland, seeing “the face of
God” within the forgiving grace of Esau rather than receiving the murderous vengeance
he deserves. His sons, deceitful and violent, sell their brother Joseph into slavery and then
fake his death to cover their deed. Despite their evil, God’s good for Joseph prevails, and
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he rises to power in Egypt (becoming vice-regent, interestingly enough), and through his
wise dominion all the families of the earth are blessed through the grain he saves for
famine preparation. Later, the Genesis narrative declares that “Israel [Jacob] settled in the
land of Egypt, in the region of Goshen; and they gained possessions in it, and were
fruitful and multiplied exceedingly” (Gen. 47:27).
Mission in Exodus. As Exodus begins, the descendants of Abraham emerge as a
growing and influential force: “But the Israelites were fruitful and prolific; they
multiplied and grew exceedingly strong, so that the land was filled with them” (Exod.
1:6). A new Pharaoh takes power, however, and feels so threatened by the growing
Hebrew population that he enslaves them in an effort to limit their power and numbers.
To his dismay, the Israelites prove resilient: “The more they were oppressed, the more
they multiplied and spread, so that the Egyptians came to dread the Israelites” (Exod.
1:12). Taking a more sinister approach, Pharaoh orders the infanticide of every newborn
Hebrew male. Through the reverent resistance of two Hebrew midwives, Shiphrah and
Puah, however, the people continue to multiply and grow strong. The implication is
significant—not even Pharaoh has the power to thwart God’s mission through Abraham’s
descendants.
Pharaoh’s own daughter then unwittingly abets the Hebrew cause through the
adoption of an infant boy found along the riverbank. The child is named Moses, a
reference to his rescue from the water and a foreshadowing of his role in leading his
people to liberation through the waters of the Red Sea. After Moses murders an Egyptian
and flees the city in fear, the Lord appears to him through a burning bush and invites him
to participate in a divine mission of deliverance for the people:
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I have come down to deliver them from the Egyptians, and to bring them
up out of that land to a good and broad land, a land flowing with milk and
honey, to the country of the Canaanites, the Hittites, the Amorites, the
Perizzites, the Hivites, and the Jebusites. The cry of the Israelites has now
come to me; I have also seen how the Egyptians oppress them. So come, I
will send you to Pharaoh to bring my people, the Israelites, out of Egypt.
(Exod. 3:8-10)
After Moses leads the people to deliverance through the power of God, the LORD
calls to Moses, and commands him to speak this message to the people:
You have seen what I did to the Egyptians, and how I bore you on eagles’
wings and brought you to myself. Now therefore, if you obey my voice
and keep the covenant, you shall be my treasured possession out of all the
peoples. Indeed, the whole earth is mine, but you shall be for me a priestly
kingdom and a holy nation. (Exod. 19:4-6)
While very little is said about multiplication, permeation, dominion, and blessing, a
crucial facet of God’s mission for Israel is contained in the phrase “priestly kingdom.”
This term suggests Israel’s role as mediator between God and the peoples of the earth.
Blauw writes, “Israel is not so much the object [original emphasis] of divine election as
subject [original emphasis] in the service asked for by God on the ground of election”
(24). In other words, Israel is not chosen as an end in itself as though God played
favorites among the nations of the earth; rather, Israel’s identity as a chosen people is a
means to God’s ultimate and universal plan of blessing the nations. As Blauw states, “No
doubt the Old Testament is ‘particularistic,’ in the sense that salvation and the service of
God are confined to one special people; but this ‘particularism’ is the instrument for the
universal ends of God with the world” (24). While no explicit mention is made that Israel
will “bless” the nations, the idea is consistent with the covenant promise to Abraham that
Israel will be a conduit through which God relates to the nations. In each case, the
descendants of Abraham find themselves with a unique calling, one tightly woven into
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the purposes of God for his entire creation.
Preparing for Canaan. Surprisingly, little more is said within the Pentateuch
regarding Israel’s status as a “blessing” to the nations. The missional components of
multiplication, permeation, and dominion, however, are emphasized strongly, as the Lord
prepares Israel to enter the promised land. Again, these appear to be things that God will
do for Israel. He will multiply them: “I will look with favor upon you and make you
fruitful and multiply you; and I will maintain my covenant with you” (Lev. 26:9).
Moreover, he will provide them land to inhabit: “I am the Lord your God, who brought
you out of the land of Egypt, to give you the land of Canaan, to be your God” (Lev.
25:38). Finally, he will give them dominion over the Canaanite nations:
Know then today that the Lord your God is the one who crosses over
before you as a devouring fire; he will defeat them and subdue them
before you, so that you may dispossess and destroy them quickly, as the
Lord has promised you. (Deut. 9:3)
Beyond Genesis, the concept of Israel as a blessing to the nations is virtually
absent apart from their calling to be a “priestly kingdom.” In fact, as Israel readies to
enter the land, their coming dominion will be similar to Noah’s post-flood dominion over
the animal kingdom—the fear and dread of them will rest on every nation. This absence
of international blessing is difficult to reconcile with the original promise to Abram that
“all the nations of the earth shall be blessed in him” (Gen. 18:18). Yet even within
Abraham’s story are interwoven accounts of Abraham’s victories over foreign kingdoms
(Gen. 14:14-16) as well as the promise of a land currently ruled by other nations.
Apparently, the blessing the nations will receive through Abraham is not dependent upon
their peaceful coexistence with the patriarch and his descendants. This ambivalence
toward the nations within the Old Testament is summarized by Bosch: “On the one hand

Allen 32
they (the nations) are Israel’s political enemies, or at least rivals; on the other hand God
himself brings them into Israel’s circle of vision” (18).
As the Sinai covenant unfolds in Exodus 20 and beyond, virtually nothing is said
about Israel’s responsibilities toward other nations, apart from the task of defeating and
dispossessing them. Rather, the key callings of the Israelites are allegiance and holiness.
They are to have no other gods but Yahweh and to pursue lives of moral and ritual purity
so that their uniqueness will testify to Yahweh’s supremacy and their election as a
people:
The Lord will establish you as his holy people, as he has sworn to
you, if you keep the commandments of the Lord your God and
walk in his ways. All the peoples of the earth shall see that you are
called by the name of the Lord, and they shall be afraid of you.
(Deut. 28:9-10)
Conquest and dominion. As God had promised, whenever Israel is obedient and
loyal to the covenant, they enjoy considerable military success. The book of Joshua
details Israel’s unfolding occupation of the promised land with stories of dramatic
victories over nations more powerful than themselves, with defeats experienced only in
those instances where their faith or allegiance had failed. The conquest finds its apex in
Joshua 18:1: “Then the whole congregation of the Israelites assembled at Shiloh, and set
up the tent of meeting there. The land lay subdued [emphasis mine] before them.”
At this point, almost all that had been promised Abraham has been fulfilled. The
people have multiplied with a population as numerous as the stars. Israel has permeated
the land, crossing the Jordan River and inhabiting the area. They are enjoying dominion
as God has driven out the occupying nations; however, the nations have not yet been
blessed through Abraham’s seed. To the contrary, Joshua is emphatic that the nations will
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have no share in Israel’s land or fellowship:
Be very careful, therefore, to love the Lord your God. For if you turn back,
and join the survivors of these nations left here among you, and intermarry
with them, so that you marry their women and they yours, know assuredly
that the Lord your God will not continue to drive out these nations before
you; but they shall be a snare and a trap for you, a scourge on your sides,
and thorns in your eyes, until you perish from this good land that the Lord
your God has given you. (Josh. 23:111-13)
Within this chapter of Israel’s history, the nations are seen primarily as obstacles to
Yahweh’s blessings upon his chosen people.
From Joshua to Solomon: Building a nation. Following Joshua’s death, the
people of Israel were faced with a situation similar to the American occupation of Iraq.
Though overall victory had been won, practical dominion was proving a challenge.
Though the land lay “subdued” before them, many enemies remained in the land. As time
went on, Israel struggled to remain faithful to their mission, and they were guilty of
corruption and idolatry at every level. What God had forbidden (i.e., the intermingling
with other nations), Israel did, and as a result they experienced an extended season of
turmoil and anarchy.
The high point of Israel’s occupancy within Canaan would come in the kingdoms
of David and Solomon. With David’s ascendancy to the throne, all Israel is eventually
united under one king. Then, during the rule of David’s son, Solomon, Israel enjoys
unprecedented peace and prosperity. Under Solomon’s leadership, the people construct a
magnificent temple as a dwelling place for Yahweh, an event consummated by
Solomon’s majestic prayer and the Lord’s subsequent filling of the place with his glory.
During this golden age of Solomon’s rule, the possibility of a positive relationship
between Israel and the nations emerges from dormancy. For example, Solomon makes

Allen 34
this entreaty within his prayer of temple dedication:
Likewise when a foreigner, who is not of your people Israel, comes from a
distant land because of your name—for they shall hear of your great name,
your mighty hand, and your outstretched arm—when a foreigner comes
and prays toward this house, then hear in heaven your dwelling place, and
do according to all that the foreigner calls to you, so that all the peoples of
the earth may know your name and fear you, as do your people Israel, and
so that they may know that your name has been invoked on this house that
I have built. (1 Kings 7:41-43)
While this passage may not be a direct reference to entire nations, this prayer clearly
conveys a change in perspective toward foreigners who had previously been viewed
primarily as threats to Israel’s holiness. The door has been opened (or reopened) to the
possibility of foreigners gaining a blessing for themselves from Yahweh via Solomon’s
temple.
Then, in 1 Kings 10, the Queen of Sheba visits Solomon, having heard of his
renown, which was “due to the name of the Lord” (1 Kings 10:1). She comes bearing
gifts, so enraptured at the luster of Solomon’s kingdom that she gives glory to God:
“Blessed be the Lord your God, who has delighted in you and set you on the throne of
Israel” (1 Kings 10:9). This positive view of foreigners is lessened, however, in the
following chapter as Solomon’s (and Israel’s) downfall is blamed primarily on the many
foreign wives he married, in that they “turned away his heart after other gods” (1 Kings
11:4).
The Psalms. The Hebrew Psalter perhaps best illustrates the tension between the
hope and the judgment of the nations within God’s mission through the Israelites. Any
faithful Jew who worshiped in Jerusalem using the Psalms would understand that the
nations were at once under the authority of Yahweh as well as under his care.
For example, several passages refer to the Lord’s apparent disdain for the nations.
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“The Lord is king forever and ever; the nations shall perish from his land” (10:16); “The
Lord brings the counsel of the nations to nothing” (33:10); and, “But you laugh at them,
O Lord; you hold all the nations in derision” (59:8). In these passages, and numerous
others, the nations are viewed as enemies of Yahweh’s purposes and worthy only of
defeat and destruction.
Nevertheless, this negative view of the nations within the Psalms is countered by
the many passages that offer a more hopeful and universal vision:
All the ends of the earth shall remember and turn to the Lord; and all the
families of the nations shall worship before him. For dominion belongs to
the Lord, and he rule over the nations. (22:27-28)
Be still and know that I am God! I am exalted among the nations, I am
exalted in the earth. (46:10)
Let the nations be glad and sing for joy, for you judge the peoples with
equity and guide the nations upon earth. (67:4)
May his name endure forever, his fame continue as long as the sun. May
all nations blessed in him; may they pronounce him happy. (72:17)
All the nations you have made shall come and bow down before you, O
Lord, and shall glorify your name. (86:9)
Within the Psalms is a recovered vision for the promise of God that through Abraham
and his seed all the nations of the earth will be blessed. In The Mission of the Church in
the World, Roger E. Hedlund writes, “The theme of universality runs through the book of
Psalms. Israel’s primary liturgical source book has pregnant references to God’s concern
for his whole creation” (8).
The prophets: A renewed hope. One would not think that the Old Testament
prophets would contain rich promises of blessing for the nations. After all, the prophets
were called in the midst of great national turmoil, a time when the glory of David and

Allen 36
Solomon had eroded and when Israel had been divided through sin and apostasy and then
ultimately defeated and deported by the surrounding nations. As would be expected, the
prophets have much to say regarding Yahweh’s future punishment upon the conquering
nations. Yet references also abound that offer a universal vision of hope in which kings
and nations are drawn to Jerusalem as a place of blessing. Out of these prophetic images,
the messianic hope emerged with the idea that God’s Messiah would inaugurate a golden
age in which repentant Israel would find healing and peace and become the universal
source of blessing promised in the original Abrahamic covenant:
In days to come the mountain of the Lord’s house shall be established as
the highest of the mountains, and shall be raised up above the hills.
Peoples shall stream to it, and many nations shall come and say: “Come,
let us go up to the mountain of the Lord, to the house of the God of Jacob;
that he may teach us his ways and that we may walk in his paths.” (Mic.
4:1-2)
Many nations shall join themselves to the Lord on that day, and shall be
my people; and I will dwell in your midst. (Zech. 2:11)
Just as you have been a cursing among the nations, O house of Judah and
house of Israel, so I will save you and you shall be a blessing. (Zech. 8:13)
Many peoples and strong nations shall come to seek the LORD of hosts in
Jerusalem, and to entreat the favor of the Lord. (Zech. 8:22)
At that time Jerusalem shall be called the throne of the Lord, and all
nations shall gather to it, to the presence of the Lord in Jerusalem, and they
shall no longer stubbornly follow their own evil will. (Jer. 3:17)
Most of these hopeful references within the prophets suggest a “Jerusalemcentered” concept of mission, an observation noted by Carlos F. Cardoza-Orlandi:
The Hebrew Bible depicts Israel’s mission as more centripetal than
centrifugal. It does not necessarily understand Israel as going to all the
nations of the world to preach the message of salvation, but rather
understands that all the nations of the world encounter their salvation in
Israel. (61)
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In this sense, the Queen of Sheba’s visit to Solomon is seen as an archetype of how the
nations will receive their blessing via an eschatological pilgrimage to Zion (Kostenberger
and O’Brien 40).
This centripetal fulfillment of Israel’s mission to the nations is seen most
predominantly in Isaiah. One example is in Isaiah 11:10, as the prophet declares, “On that
day the root of Jesse shall stand as a signal to the peoples; the nations shall inquire of
him, and his dwelling shall be glorious.” Certainly, numerous passages refer to Yahweh’s
judgment upon the nations, as in 34:2: “For the Lord is enraged against all the nations,
and furious against all their hoards; he has doomed them, he has given them over for
slaughter.” Nevertheless, as in the Psalms, these announcements of destruction must be
balanced with the more hopeful vision contained within other passages:
I am the Lord, I have called you in righteousness, I have taken you by the
hand and kept you; I have given you as a covenant to the people, a light to
the nations. (42:6)
It is too light a thing that you should be my servant to raise up the tribes of
Jacob and to restore the survivors of Israel; I will give you as a light to the
nations, that my salvation may reach to the end of the earth. (49:6)
See, you shall call nations that you do not know, and nations that do not
know you shall run to you, because of the Lord your God, the Holy One of
Israel, for he has glorified you. (55:5)
Nations shall come to your light, and kings to the brightness of your dawn.
(60:3)
For I know their works and their thoughts, and I am coming to gather all
nations and tongues; and they shall come and shall see my glory. (66:18)
As Bosch contends, Isaiah and much of the Old Testament exhibit a “dialectical tension
between judgment and mercy … of which both Israel and nations are the recipients” (18).
The overall vision within Isaiah’s prophecy is the Lord’s glorious restoration and
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vindication of Israel in such a way that nations will be attracted to and awed by Israel’s
glory. Those nations who exalt Yahweh and serve Israel will find salvation while those
who rebel will be judged and destroyed. Bosch views this prophetic image of
international assemblage as the high point of mission in the Old Testament in which God
will, “as his eschatological deed par excellence, bring the nations to Jerusalem to worship
him there together with his covenant people” (19).
Implicit within Isaiah is the fulfillment of Israel’s original missional aims of
multiplication, permeation, and dominion, as suggested in 54:1-3:
Sing, O barren one who did not bear; burst into song and shout, you who
have not been in labor! For the children of the desolate woman will be
more than the children of her that is married, says the Lord. Enlarge the
site of your tent, and let the curtains of your habitations be stretched out;
do not hold back; lengthen your cords and strengthen your stakes. For you
will spread out to the right and to the left, and your descendants will
possess the nations and will settle the desolate towns.
As the nations come to witness Zion’s glory, Israel will seemingly fulfill its “priestly
kingdom” role as mediator between God and those outside the covenant, as explained by
H. H. Rowley:
The fundamental purpose of Israel’s election was that she should mediate
the revelation of God to men. God is not content to leave the peoples to
the worship of gods that are no gods, but designs that Israel in active
worship shall share the faith which is her glory among all men. (qtd. in
Hedlund 112)
Ultimately, however, the issue of exactly how the nations are to be blessed in Israel needs
fuller definition. As Bosch points out, “As the nations journey to Jerusalem, Israel
remains the center of the center and the recipient of ‘the wealth of the nations’ (Isaiah
60:11)” (19).
Jonah is another prophetic book with possible missional implications. In the
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minds of some scholars, “it is believed to establish clearly the obligation which Israel had
to go to the nations, and thus is a precursor of the missionary mandate of the New
Testament” (Kostenberger and O’Brien 44). Certainly Jonah’s story, with Yahweh’s
merciful response to Nineveh’s repentance, suggests that the Lord takes no delight in
condemning wicked nations. Moreover, Jonah stands alone among the prophets as one
being sent to a foreign people proclaiming a message of repentance.
The missional implications of the book, however, are limited somewhat by the
reason Jonah was sent in the first place. Jonah was not sent to “transform” the Ninevites,
though that certainly happened. Rather, he was sent to proclaim their impending
judgment. In that sense, one must not overemphasize Jonah’s missional role.
Nevertheless, as God rebukes Jonah in the book’s concluding verse, the Lord clearly
affirms that his kindness and love extend even to those outside Israel: “And should I not
be concerned about Nineveh, that great city, in which there are more than a hundred and
twenty thousand persons who do not know their right hand from their left, and also many
animals?” (4:11).
Perhaps Jonah’s most significant lesson is in illustrating Israel’s continual
struggle with their role as God’s “chosen” people. Seemingly Israel easily forgot that they
were chosen not because of their inherent holiness or faithfulness as a people. Such
illusions of grandeur often led the nation to pride, complacency, and provincialism;
rather, they were chosen in spite of their stiff-necked character, not as an end in
themselves but as a people through whom God would bless the world.
The New Testament and Mission
The theology of the New Testament does not replace the theology of the Old
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Testament but emerges from and connects with the history of God’s activity in the world
through the Hebrew people. This connection between the testaments is no less true
regarding a biblical theology of mission. Hedlund writes, “The New Testament concept
of mission is not unrelated to that of the Old. Though they are not identical there is a
continuity. The New grows out of the Old” (151). Alongside this understanding of
continuity, Blauw explains, is the reality that the New Testament brings ideas that are
significantly new:
Over against the tendency in theology which lays strong emphasis on
continuity [original emphasis]—the inclination to view the New Testament
as only an appendage to the Old Testament—we wish to affirm
emphatically that the message of the New Testament brings something
quite new [original emphasis], and by the glow of this new thing not only
does the old pale, but it is replaced by something that is more than just the
fulfillment of the old expectations. In fulfillment, the expectations are not
only exceeded but also overtaken, modified, corrected. (65)
Therefore, Blauw recommends that any proper biblical theology of mission must keep
both the unity and the diversity of the two testaments in mind.
The mission of Jesus. This tension between continuity and change regarding a
biblical theology of mission is most obvious in the central figure of the New Testament,
Jesus of Nazareth. As Hedlund explains, “Mission theology begins with the person of
Jesus” (152). In understanding Jesus’ mission, the Gospels themselves are the definitive
source.
From the beginning of Matthew’s Gospel, Jesus is called “the Christ,” meaning
“anointed,” and this title should profoundly shape any attempts to understand his mission.
This title is prevalent in all four Gospels, a clear indication that the Gospel writers saw
Jesus’ mission as continuous with the eschatological and messianic hope revealed in the
Hebrew Scriptures:
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Rejoice greatly, O daughter Zion! Shout aloud, O daughter Jerusalem! Lo,
your king comes to you…. His dominion shall be from sea to sea, and
from the River to the ends of the earth. (Zech. 9:9a,10b)
But you, O Bethlehem … from you shall come forth for me one who is to
rule in Israel, whose origin is from old, from ancient days…. And he shall
stand and feed his flock in the strength of the Lord, in the majesty of the
name of the Lord his God. And they shall live secure, for now he shall be
great to the ends of the earth; and he shall be the one of peace. (Mic. 5:2,
4)
The days are surely coming, says the Lord, when I will raise up for David
a righteous Branch, and he shall reign as king and deal wisely, and shall
execute justice and righteousness in the land.
(Jer. 23:5)
Jesus was born in an age of intense messianic expectation so the gospel writers would
have been keenly aware of the significance of this title.
Moreover, the reader is presented a genealogical record that connects Jesus with
Abraham, implying that neither Jesus nor his mission can be understood apart from his
Jewishness. Jesus is a “son of Abraham,” meaning that his mission will bring to
fulfillment the original covenant promises to the patriarch, promises reestablished amid
the messianic hope of the prophets.
Significantly, God’s invitation to Abraham was more about what God would do
than about what Abraham would do. This mission, first and foremost, is God’s mission
through Abraham and his descendants. In light of that, one remembers that Jesus is a
descendant of Abraham in which all the promised fruitfulness of Abraham’s seed has
reached its denouement. Moreover, by being born of a virgin, the reminder comes again
God himself is doing this work. The continuity grows even clearer when one realizes that
Jesus is born within the same land God promised to Abraham long ago. Bosch writes,
“He clearly and unequivocally understood his mission in terms of the authentic Old
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Testament tradition” (20).
The story of Jesus starts with great promise. Mary herself sees the connection
between her unborn child and the original covenant promise, declaring the words of
praise about God: “He has helped his servant Israel, in remembrance of his mercy,
according to the promise he made to our ancestors, to Abraham and to his descendants
forever” (Luke 1:54-55). Unfortunately, the story seems to lead to disappointment, as the
last four components of the covenant appear unfulfilled within Jesus’ lifetime. When
considering the issues of multiplication, permeation, dominion, and blessing, the
connection between Jesus and the hope of Abraham appears to fail. After all, Jesus never
procreated but remained a single, celibate male. His permeation was limited as his
ministry occurred within a limited geographic radius. He had no apparent political
dominion and was executed under a banner mocking him that read “King of the Jews.”
Moreover, Israel remained under Roman domination, and no nations were blessed
through his immediate ministry, but almost all his work was limited to the people of
Israel.
Jesus and the kingdom. Greater continuity emerges, however, within the light of
Jesus’ proclamation of the kingdom of God. The messianic and eschatological hope
among the prophets was essentially that God would finally and fully establish his people
by gathering the dispersed Israelites to Jerusalem, restoring them to glory and prosperity.
The people would be holy as God would fill them with his Spirit and write his law on
their hearts. They would also be whole as God would bind up their wounds and heal their
diseases. The Lord would judge the nations and draw them in awe and wonder to
Jerusalem/Zion where his glorious presence would dwell. Furthermore, the Lord’s
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messiah would rule in peace, shepherding the nation in the spirit of David the shepherd
king. While the exact phrase “kingdom of God” does not appear among the prophets, the
eschatological concept would have been clearly understood by first century Jews who
heard the term.
Following his baptism, Jesus began to proclaim the immanence of the kingdom of
God (or similarly, the kingdom of heaven) as recorded in the three synoptic gospels:
From that time on, Jesus began to proclaim, “Repent, for the kingdom of
heaven has come near.” (Matt. 4:17)
Jesus went throughout Galilee, teaching in their synagogues and
proclaiming the good news of the kingdom. (Matt. 4:23)
Now after John was arrested, Jesus came to Galilee, proclaiming the good
news of God, and saying, “The time is fulfilled, and the kingdom of God
has come near; repent and believe in the good news.” (Mark 1:14-15)
But he [Jesus] said to them, “I must proclaim the good news of the
kingdom of God to the other cities also; for I was sent for this purpose.”
(Luke 4:43)
Moreover, the Lukan reference above indicates that Jesus understood the
proclamation of the kingdom of God to be central to his mandate. Indeed, most New
Testament scholars would agree that the kingdom of God is fundamental to Jesus’
mission. William Dyrness declares, “However this has been interpreted, there is no doubt
among Bible students that the preaching of the kingdom of God stands at the center of
Jesus’ life and ministry” (126). Furthermore, bound within this message of the kingdom
are the facets of multiplication, permeation, dominion, and blessing.
Regarding multiplication, Jesus in his kingdom ministry essentially redefines the
concept of family. As his ministry develops, Jesus begins inviting persons to participate
in the in-breaking kingdom. Unlike Israel’s history, entry into the kingdom is not a
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birthright but requires faith and repentance, a process by which persons align themselves
with what God is doing in Jesus. John the Baptist, for example, warns those approaching
him for baptism that Israelite ancestry means nothing apart from lives exhibiting the fruit
of faithfulness (Matt. 3:8-10). Jesus himself, when approached by his concerned family,
points to his disciples and declares, “Here are my mother and my brothers! For whoever
does the will of my Father in heaven is my brother and sister and mother” (Matt. 12:4950). In the kingdom of God, biological status means nothing, but faith and obedience
mean everything. Andreas Kostenberger and Peter O’Brien write, “Early in his ministry,
Jesus dissociates himself from blood ties and affirms new forms of kinship” (75). Indeed,
Jesus’ multiplication consists not in procreation but in inviting persons to be his disciples,
to participate with him in his kingdom ministry.
Some of Jesus’ teaching also points to the idea of fruitfulness, another term for
multiplication. In one parable, Jesus compares the kingdom to a farmer sowing seed with
the hope that the soil will receive the seed and bear much fruit. In another instance, he
instructs his disciples, “Abide in me as I abide in you. Just as the branch cannot bear fruit
by itself unless it abides in the vine, neither can you unless you abide in me” (John 15:4).
He goes on to tell them that their fruitfulness is what will bring glory to the Father (15:8).
Moreover, as the cross approaches, Jesus even indicates that his own death will produce
greater fruitfulness: “Very truly, I tell you, unless a grain of wheat falls into the earth and
dies, it remains just a single grain; but if it dies, it bears much fruit” (John 12:24).
Apparently, in Jesus’ view of the kingdom, multiplication would surely happen, though
not in the biological sense. Thus, Jesus both continues and modifies the original covenant
with Abraham.
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In terms of permeation, the Gospel of Matthew refers to Jesus as Emmanuel,
meaning “God is with us” (Matt. 1:23). At the end of his Gospel, Matthew declares, “I
am with you always, to the end of the age” (28:20). John writes of Jesus, “And the Word
became flesh and lived among us” (1:14). Through Jesus, then, God himself is
permeating the promised land. Like Abraham, Jesus walked throughout the land,
performing most of his kingdom ministry while on the move. He lived in a particular
place, Galilee, and centered his ministry within the nation of Israel. His death and
resurrection occurred in that most significant of cities, Jerusalem.
A modification to the original covenant, however, is the idea that Jesus’ kingdom
is spiritual in nature and not defined by specific spatial or geographic boundaries. Jesus
says, “My kingdom is not from this world. If my kingdom were from this world, my
followers would be fighting to keep me from being handed over to the Jews. But as it is,
my kingdom is not from here” (John 18:36). Clearly, however, the kingdom is something
that would spread as indicated in Jesus’ parable of the leaven in which a pinch of yeast
works through (and transforms) an entire patch of dough. Jesus also compares the
kingdom of God to a mustard seed, which grows to become a mighty shrub that provides
nesting for the birds of the air, an obvious reference to Ezekiel 17:22-23:
Thus says the Lord God: I myself will take a sprig from the lofty top of a
cedar; I will set it out. I will break off a tender one from the topmost of its
young twigs; I myself will plant it on a high and lofty mountain. On the
mountain height of Israel I will plant it, in order that it may produce
boughs and bear fruit, and become a noble cedar. Under it every kind of
bird will live; in the shade of its branches will nest winged creatures of
every kind.
In Jesus’ vision, the kingdom of God would have tremendous breadth.
In terms of dominion, Matthew writes that Jesus in his birth would fulfill the
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words of the prophet: “And you Bethlehem, in the land of Judah, are by no means least
among the rulers of Judah; for from you shall come a ruler who is to shepherd my people
Israel” (Matt. 2:6). Thus, Jesus is to be more than just a herald of this new dominion; he
would be its appointed ruler, as evident in Matthew’s reference to Jesus as “the son of
David” (1:1). Luke’s Gospel is more direct, as the angel promises the virgin Mary
regarding her coming son:
He will be great, and will be called the Son of the Most High, and the Lord
God will give him the throne of his ancestor David. He will reign over the
house of Jacob forever, and of his kingdom there will be no end. (11:3233)
Jesus himself is inconsistent regarding his own self-disclosure as king. In many
instances his regal role is implicit and at other times explicit. For example, he associates
himself with King David in establishing his authority to “break” the sabbath law and even
claims superiority (albeit indirectly) over David on the basis of the Scriptures (see Matt.
22:42 ff.). He interprets his exorcism of demons as evidence of the kingdom’s presence
and his own supremacy over the demonic realm:
But if it is by the finger of God that I cast out the demons, then the
kingdom of God has come to you. When a strong man, fully armed, guards
his castle, his property is safe. But when one stronger than he attacks him
and overpowers him, he takes away his armor in which he trusted and
divides his plunder. (Luke 11:20-22)
He also shows no objection to Nathanael’s testimony: “You are the King of Israel!” (John
1:49), or to the kingly declarations made by the crowds during his final processional into
Jerusalem: “Hosanna! Blessed is the one who comes in the name of the Lord—the King
of Israel!” (John 12:13).
In other instances, Jesus seems intent on resisting or hiding his regal identity.
When the crowds want to make him king by force, he withdraws (John 6:15), and when
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asked directly by Pontius Pilate, “Are you the King of the Jews?” Jesus answers, “You
say so” (Luke 23:3).
Obviously, Jesus’ ministry presents a modification of the original covenant with
Abraham. His rule in this age would not be geopolitical in the way Israel would have
expected. Yet his death and resurrection declares a victory greater than any earthly battle
or election, one that would be fully displayed in the age to come. The apostle Paul
contends that through the cross Jesus had “disarmed the rulers and authorities and made a
public example of them, triumphing over them in it” (Col. 2:15). Furthermore, Jesus
speaks of a day when his cosmic dominion would be fully revealed. As he promises his
disciples, “Truly I tell you, at the renewal of all things, when the Son of Man is seated on
the throne of his glory, you who have followed me will also sit on twelve thrones,
judging the twelve tribes of Israel” (Matt. 19:28). In other words, Jesus’ modification of
the original covenant with Abraham is not to make his dominion less but more.
Regarding blessing, the benefits of the kingdom of God are considerable to those
who will receive it. As with other biblical concepts, no monolithic picture can fully
capture the blessings inherent within the kingdom of God. Rather, numerous images
overlap to form a mosaic of the divine realm. One such reality is salvation from sin as
suggested by Jesus’ own name: “You are to name him Jesus, for he will save his people
from their sins” (Matt. 1:20-21). Indeed, Jesus came proclaiming a forgiveness of sins as
in his encounter with the paralytic: “And just then some people were carrying a paralyzed
man lying on a bed. When Jesus saw their faith, he said to the paralytic, ‘Take heart, son;
your sins are forgiven’” (Matt. 9:2). To the critics who questioned his choice of
companions, Jesus’ pointedly declares, “For I have come to call not the righteous but
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sinners” (9:13). The night before his death, he alluded to his impending execution while
distributing bread and wine, declaring his body and spilled blood to be a sacrifice for sin.
Later New Testament writers, especially the apostle Paul, would more fully develop the
idea of Jesus’ death as an atoning sacrifice for sin. Moreover, by turning from their sins,
those who aligned themselves with Jesus and the in-breaking kingdom would be saved
from a life of sin (not just guilt) and become a part of God’s eternal reign.
Another blessing within the kingdom mosaic is that of release. Early in Jesus’
ministry, as recorded in Luke’s gospel, Jesus observes the Sabbath at his hometown
synagogue in Nazareth and, reading the scroll of the prophet Isaiah, declares the passage
immediately fulfilled in himself:
He unrolled the scroll and found the place where it was written: “The
Spirit of the Lord is upon me, because he has anointed me to bring good
news to the poor. He has sent me to proclaim release to the captive and
recovery of sight to the blind, to let the oppressed go free, to proclaim the
year of the Lord’s favor.” And he rolled up the scroll, gave it back to the
attendant, and sat down. The eyes of all in the synagogue were fixed on
him. Then he began to say to them, “Today this scripture is fulfilled in
your hearing.” (Luke 4:17-21)
Not only is Jesus making clear his messianic self-perception, but he is declaring the
presence of the kingdom to be more than just a future hope. Amazingly, in Jesus himself
God’s reign was a present reality. Within that reality is the fullness of God’s promised
shalom: good news for the poor, release of the captives, healing for the blind, and
freedom for the oppressed.
Thus Jesus’ ministry is marked by the offer of “release” to those seeking
deliverance, a new exodus for those bound by a variety of shackles. To the poor, Jesus
brings the good news of God’s favor. To the sick, Jesus brings physical healing. To the
hungry, he multiplies fish and bread. To the immoral, he brings absolution. To the demon
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possessed, Jesus brings deliverance. To the grieving, and to even the dead themselves, he
restores life.
Another facet of blessing within this kingdom mosaic is an invitation to a new
way of living. As with Jesus’ ministry as a whole, his teaching exhibits both a continuity
and modification of Old Testament teaching, specifically regarding the Mosaic law. In his
Sermon on the Mount recorded in Matthew 5-7, the Gospel writer boldly presents Jesus’
teaching as a new covenant with Jesus ascending a mountain much as Moses did at Sinai.
In fact, much of Jesus’ teaching within the Sermon on the Mount centers on an expansion
and modification of the Mosaic law as his hearers would have understood it. On the one
hand, Jesus assures his listeners, “Do not think that I have come to abolish the law or the
prophets; I have come not to abolish but to fulfill” (Matt. 5:17). On the other hand, he
several times says, “You have heard that it was said,… [referring to the Mosaic law] but I
say to you [regarding a new and, in some cases, seemingly contradictory teaching on the
same issue].” Later teachings were equally troubling to devout Jews, including Jesus’
apparent disregard for such sanctified practices as fasting, Sabbath keeping, and ritual
washing.
A fourth blessing found within the kingdom is that of new life. Best illustrated
within John’s Gospel, this aspect of the kingdom is foreshadowed in Jesus’ initial miracle
of changing water to wine, a metaphoric reversal of Israel’s barren situation as expressed
in Isaiah: “There is an outcry in the streets for lack of wine; all joy has reached its
eventide; the gladness of the earth is banished” (Isa. 24:11). Furthermore, Jesus defined
his missional aim within John saying, “I have come that they may have life, and have it
abundantly” (John 10:10). Throughout John’s Gospel, Jesus offers rich and abundant life
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to persons through a variety of images, as new birth (Nicodemus), living water (the
Samaritan woman), consuming his body and blood (his disciples), and reviving a dead
man (Lazarus). As John 1:4 declares, “In him was life, and the life was the light of all
people.”
In considering the many blessings of the kingdom, the key question is whether the
Gentile nations, or non-Jews, could expect to share in these felicities, a crucial issue in
establishing Jesus’ continuity with the original promise to Abraham. In other words, as a
(or even THE) descendant of Abraham, all the nations of the earth should find blessing in
him. Yet, Jesus’ ministry contains a certain tension regarding the nations. For example,
many times Jesus’ mission seems definitely limited to the people of Israel. He tells a
desperate Canaanite woman whose daughter is demon possessed, “I was sent only to the
lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 15:24). In a similar vein, he commissions his
disciples with this caveat: “Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the
Samaritans, but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel” (Matt. 10:5-6).
Furthermore, Jesus often speaks derisively of Gentiles, such as this example: “When you
are praying, do not heap up empty phrases as the Gentiles do; for they think that they will
be heard because of their many words” (Matt. 6:7).
Jesus’ ministry also conveys a hopeful vision for the Gentiles (i.e., the nations).
Luke, for example, traces Jesus’ genealogy beyond Abraham to Adam himself, an
indicator of Jesus’ shared humanity with all persons, not just Israel. The story of the Magi
in Matthew 2 seems a clear allusion to the centripetal vision found within the Old
Testament prophets. As with the eschatological pilgrimage of nations to Jerusalem,
foreign dignitaries are drawn to the glory of the infant Jesus, testifying of his significance
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beyond the boundaries of Israel. Jesus is raised, and his mission begins within the
territory of Galilee, referred to by Isaiah and quoted by Matthew as “Galilee of the
Gentiles” (Matt. 4:15). Matthew again quotes Isaiah concerning Jesus: “And in his name
the Gentiles will hope” (Matt. 12:21). Moreover, Jesus’ cleansing of the temple in Mark
11 is accompanied by these words, “Is it not written, ‘My house shall be called a house of
prayer for all the nations’?” (11:17).
In his ministry, Jesus even performs works of grace for non-Israelites, including
the Gerasene demoniac, a Roman centurion, and the Canaanite woman mentioned
previously. The latter two, in fact, are commended for their great faith. Referring to the
centurion, Jesus declares his amazement:
Truly I tell you, in no one in Israel have I found such faith. I tell you,
many will come from east and west and will eat with Abraham and Isaac
and Jacob in the kingdom of heaven, while the heirs of the kingdom will
be thrown into the outer darkness, where there will be weeping and
gnashing of teeth. (Matt. 8:13)
Kostenberger and O’Brien interpret Jesus here to open the door to future Gentile
inclusion: “According to Matthew, Jesus therefore clearly sees the Gentiles’ full future
participation in God’s promise to Abraham” (94).
Regarding the fourth Gospel, J. Herbert Kane states, “It seems perfectly clear
from the Gospel of John that Jesus conceived of his mission in worldwide terms. The
word kosmos is used seventy-seven times, mostly by Jesus himself” (40). Perhaps most
notable among these reference is John 3:16 in which Jesus declares, “For God so loved
the world that he gave his only Son, so that everyone who believes in him may not perish
but have eternal life.” Implicit within this statement is the universal scope of Jesus’
mission.
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While Jesus himself rarely ventured beyond Israel’s boundaries, he speaks of the
gospel being shared to all nations, suggesting even more than the centripetal view of
mission within the prophets. In Jesus’ eschatological vision, the gospel is being taken to
foreign peoples. Even before his death and resurrection, Jesus says, “And this good news
of the kingdom will be proclaimed throughout the world, as a testimony to all the nations;
and then the end will come” (Matt. 24:14). Moreover, one of his judgment parables in
Matthew 25 foresees, “All the nations will be gathered before him, and he will separate
people one from another as a shepherd separates the sheep from the goats” (v. 32).
Following his death and resurrection, this view of centrifugal mission (radiating
outward rather than inward) becomes more than Jesus’ eschatological vision but the key
component of his commission to the disciples, in which the good news of the kingdom is
to be spread throughout the world:
Go therefore and make disciples of all nations, baptizing them in the name
of the Father and of the Son and of the Holy Spirit, and teaching them to
obey everything that I have commanded you. And remember, I am with
you always, to the end of the age. (Matt. 28:19-20)
Thus it is written, that the Messiah is to suffer and to rise from the dead on
the third day, and that repentance and forgiveness of sins is to be
proclaimed in his name to all nations, beginning from Jerusalem. (Luke
24:46-47)
The mission of the disciples. Jesus had invited his disciples to partner with him
in fulfilling the divine mission, as seen in his original invitation to the fishermen on the
lakeshore: “Follow me, and I will make you fish for people” (Matt. 4:19). They were to
gather persons into the invading kingdom, as evidenced at their commissioning:
Then Jesus summoned his twelve disciples and gave them authority over
unclean spirits, to cast them out, and to cure every disease and every
sickness.… These twelve Jesus sent out with the following instructions:
“Go nowhere among the Gentiles, and enter no town of the Samaritans,
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but go rather to the lost sheep of the house of Israel. As you go, proclaim
the good news, ‘The kingdom of heaven has come near.’” (Matt. 10:1, 57)
Three of the four original missional components are implicit within Jesus’ mandate to his
disciples. They are to multiply, inviting persons to repent and align themselves with
God’s invading kingdom. They are to permeate the land of Israel. They are to assert
dominion over sickness and evil spirits; however, while they would certainly convey
blessing to those who received their message (“if the house is worthy, let your peace
come upon it” [Matt.10:13]), the blessing will be available only to the people of Israel
and not to the nations.
Following Jesus’ death and resurrection, the disciples are to continue the divine
mission. In John 20:21, the risen Jesus appears to his fearful disciples and declares,
“Peace be with you. As the Father has sent me, so I send you.” Kane writes, “Jesus
Christ launched the Christian mission; the apostles were to carry it on. Their mission was
to be a continuation of his—designed for the same purpose, endowed with the same
power, entrusted with the same message” (50-51).
In Jesus’ other commissioning statements to his disciples following his
resurrection, notably those within the synoptic Gospels, all four missional components
are implicit once again. They are to multiply, “making disciples” (Matt. 28:19), to
permeate, going into “all the world” (Mark 16:15), to take dominion, “baptizing them …
and teaching them to obey” (Matt. 28:20), and to bless the nations, proclaiming the
“forgiveness of sins in his name” (Luke 24:47).
Unlike the limited mission they completed during Jesus’ lifetime, their expanded
mandate would be universal. To empower them for this enormous task, they would
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receive the promised Holy Spirit. Just before ascending, Jesus conveys this promise and
commission to them: “But you will receive power when the Holy Spirit has come upon
you; and you will be my witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends
of the earth” (Acts 1:8).
At least three concepts are significant in this mandate. First, their task will not be
completed by their own power. Rather, as with the promise of Abram in Genesis 12, this
mission is something that God will do for them and through them as a means of relating
his message to the world. After all, Jesus does not say, “You must be my witnesses,” but
“you will be my witnesses.” Secondly, the disciples are to permeate an area far broader
than their original mission. Instead of being forbidden from extending their mission
beyond Israel, they are promised that their witness will stretch to the ends of the earth.
Thus, Jesus’ mission was likely limited for the sake of concentration, not as an example
for the disciples regarding their range of mission. “Jesus not only confined a major part of
his ministry to Israel, he concentrated upon the disciples in order to prepare a base for
worldwide mission” (Hedlund 188). Finally, their mission will not be centripetal, as in
the prophets’ visions of the nations being drawn toward Jerusalem, but centrifugal,
radiating outward from Jerusalem toward the nations.
This missiological shift proves difficult for the disciples, entrenched as they were
with a centripetal mind-set. For example, just before Jesus’ Acts 1:8 commission, they
ask him a question that reveals their expectations: “Lord, is this the time, when you will
restore the kingdom to Israel?” (Acts 1:6). Their eschatology here is rooted deeply in the
prophetic promises in which Israel would be restored to power and glory. Even so, their
Jerusalem ministry begins with great success as the Holy Spirit fills them on the day of
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Pentecost and thousands are converted to faith after Peter’s powerful message. In fact,
Hedlund contends that “the New Testament church as a missionary community was
inaugurated at Pentecost” (199).
Soon after Pentecost, the apostles assert that their mission is connected directly to
God’s covenant with Israel through Abraham, as Peter declares to the Jewish onlookers in
his sermon on Solomon’s Portico:
You are the descendants of the prophets and of the covenant that God gave
to your ancestors, saying to Abraham, “And in your descendant all the
families of the earth shall be blessed.” When God raised up his servant, he
sent him first to you, to bless you by turning each of you from your
wicked ways. (Acts 3:25-26)
The apostles are, therefore, drawing a strong continuity between their mission and God’s
ultimate purposes for all of creation, including the nations. Ironically, however, the early
success at Pentecost may have only strengthened their centripetal leanings since the
Pentecost event was a poignant manifestation of the eschatological vision as devout Jews
from every nation had journeyed to Jerusalem for the festival.
Their slowness in embracing a centrifugal mission is evidenced by the fact that
following the martyrdom of Stephen, when an increasing atmosphere of persecution
scatters the believers throughout Judea and Samaria, the apostles remain in Jerusalem
(Acts 8:1). Meanwhile, the divine mandate to bear witness in a radiating circle of
influence beyond Jerusalem is being fulfilled not by the apostles but by the deacons
selected from among the Hellenists to oversee the food distribution (Acts 6). For
example, Philip the deacon is the first to proclaim the good news to the Samaritans and
subsequently to an Ethiopian eunuch. Bosch sees significant tension in Acts between the
“Hebrew” apostles and the many Hellenist (Greek-speaking and encultured) Christians
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within the early Curch. In his view, the two groups had differing missiologies. For
example, Bosch argues that the Hebrew apostles tended toward a Jerusalem-centered
vision of ministry via “the eschatological pilgrimage of the nations to Jerusalem, as
depicted in the Old Testament. Their self-definition made it impossible for them to
embark on a mission to the world outside Israel” (42-43). The Hellenist believers, by
contrast, were less devoted to the Law and the temple and, therefore, were more open to
spreading the gospel beyond Jerusalem. “Thus, when they were expelled from Jerusalem,
they as a matter of course began to preach among the despised Samaritans as well as
among the Gentiles in Phoenicia and Syria as far as Antioch” (43).
To their credit, the apostles would eventually embrace this profound missiological
shift. As the scattered believers begin to make disciples in Samaria, Peter and John are
sent by the apostles, and upon their arrival they lay hands on these new converts that they
might receive the Holy Spirit. On their way back to Jerusalem, they proclaimed the good
news “to many villages of the Samaritans” (Acts 8:25-26).
Embracing the Gentile mission, however, proves to be another major obstacle in
the mission of the early Church. Hedlund writes, “The early church was slow in going to
the Gentiles. The disciples, having received the commission from the Lord, did not rush
out to evangelize non-Jews” (189). The most significant event in the Gentile mission
involves Peter who had now begun to travel outside of Jerusalem to encourage
communities of believers. He is called to Joppa to pray over a deceased believer who is
subsequently resuscitated. Meanwhile in nearby Caesarea, a God-fearing Gentile soldier
named Cornelius experiences an angelic encounter and is commanded to send for Peter.
Before Peter can be contacted, he, too, has a divine vision in which a heavenly voice
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declares all foods to be clean. Immediately afterward, Peter is invited by messengers to
travel with them to see Cornelius. He complies, and his encounter with Cornelius (and
Cornelius’ family and friends) culminates in the pouring out of the Holy Spirit upon
everyone present. Peter then baptizes all of them in the name of Jesus Christ.
Predictably, Peter’ baptism of the Gentiles provokes another missiological crisis
among the apostles and believers in Jerusalem, prompting the question of what to do with
the Gentiles. In a sense, the early Christians seem to be always struggling to keep up with
what the Holy Spirit is doing. As noted earlier, this mission is about what God is doing in
and through the early believers rather than simply the work of human beings. Fortunately,
upon hearing Peter’s testimony, the early Church recognizes the activity of God in the
Cornelius event, and their theology of mission broadens considerably: “And they praised
God, saying, ‘Then God has given even to the Gentiles the repentance that leads to life’”
(Acts 11:18).
The mission of Paul and the growing church. Two remarkable shifts occur with
the conversion of Saul (also known as Paul) in Acts chapter nine. The first is that the
focus of the historical narrative of the early Church begins to change from the story of
Peter and the Jerusalem apostles to the story of Paul. The emergence of Paul sparks even
greater centrifugal missionary activity within the early Church, most notably among the
Gentiles; therefore, the locus of concern in Acts moves away from Jerusalem toward the
missionary frontier of the Church.
That Paul becomes the most prominent missionary in Christian history is no
accident. Such activity, in fact, is central to God’s design for Paul as revealed to Ananias.
Upon instructing Ananias to go lay hands on Paul to restore his sight, the Lord declares,
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“Go, for he is an instrument whom I have chosen to bring my name before Gentiles and
kings and before the people of Israel” (Acts 9:15). Soon after Ananias’ visit, Paul begins
proclaiming Jesus in Damascus to the consternation of the local Jews. Threatened with
death, Paul flees to Jerusalem where he is skittishly welcomed by the apostles. Again, the
threat of death emerges, and he is sent to Tarsus where he remains for a number of years.
Meanwhile, the early Church continues to grow and spread, primarily among
Jews: “Now those who were scattered because of the persecution that took place over
Stephen traveled as far as Phoenicia, Cyprus, and Antioch, and they spoke the word to no
one except Jews” (Acts 11:19). With the Antioch church in need of oversight, the
apostles send Barnabas to guide them, and Barnabas subsequently recruits Paul from
Tarsus to help him.
Acts chapter thirteen records the Lord’s call upon Barnabas and Saul into a new
missionary venture. Interestingly, up to this point in the early Church, the centrifugal
activity of the Jewish believers has only been a by-product of the scattering prompted by
persecution. This account of the commissioning of Barnabas and Saul appears to be the
first direct “sending” service for the purpose of radiating further outward with the gospel.
As the believers in Antioch are worshiping and fasting, “the Holy Spirit said, ‘Set apart
for me Barnabas and Saul for the work to which I have called them’” (Acts 13:2-3). So
begins Saul’s first major missionary journey. As his mission ministry develops, Saul/Paul
ministers increasingly among the Gentile world. He would eventually take three such
journeys, with the book of Acts, the final book of historical narrative within the New
Testament, ending with Saul/Paul under house arrest in Rome.
Though labeled the apostle to the Gentiles, Paul never forsakes a ministry among
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the Jews. In fact, even during his days of house arrest in Rome, Paul meets with the local
Jewish leader, “testifying to the kingdom of God and trying to convince them about Jesus
both from the law of Moses, and from the prophets” (Acts 28:23). Their refusal to
believe, however, does provoke Paul to conclude that the majority of the Jews’ rejection
of the gospel serves to benefit the Gentiles who receive his proclamation with remarkable
openness. Thus, though imprisoned, Paul’s missionary zeal would not be quenched: “He
lived there two whole years at his own expense and welcomed all who came to him,
proclaiming the kingdom of God and teaching about the Lord Jesus Christ with all
boldness and without hindrance” (Acts 28:30-31).
Furthermore, Acts draws to a conclusion with a sense of fulfillment regarding
Jesus’ promise in Acts 1:8: “You will be my witnesses … to the ends of the earth.” With
Paul’s imprisonment in Rome, the gospel of the kingdom seems well on its way to
advancing to the ends of the earth. Also, the mission of the early Church in Acts appears
to fulfill the fourfold mandate of the original human mission. The Church is multiplying
in number and permeating the world: “But the word of God continued to advance and
gain adherents” (Acts 12:24). The early Church also proclaims the dominion (i.e,
Lordship) of Jesus Christ and testifies to his authority through the presence of signs and
wonders, including the defeat of evil spiritual powers. As the good news continues to
spread among the nations, the Gentiles are blessed to see the salvation of God.
In studying the Pauline epistles, the bulk of the New Testament beyond the
historical narrative of the first five books, a striking lack of missionary teaching appears
in terms of strategies for calling believers to cross-cultural lines for the sake of spreading
the gospel. In fact, most of the letters appear to deal primarily with internal doctrinal and
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communal issues within the individual churches. As a result, some have argued that many
of the new congregations must have shifted their view of the Church from missional to
institutional. Bosch, for example, is quite critical of the early Church, if not Paul in
particular, for what he deems to be survivalist and institutional mentalities that stunted
the early Church’s missional effectiveness:
Already at the very early stage Christians tended to be more aware of what
distinguished them from others than of their calling and responsibility
toward those others. Their survival as a separate religious group, rather
than their commitment to the reign of God, began to preoccupy them. (50)
Those who share Bosch’s viewpoint could also point to the scarce references to the
“kingdom of God” beyond the book of Acts, a phrase found only eight times within the
Pauline epistles.
Others, however, are more generous in their estimation of the missional purpose
of Paul’s letters:
A cursory glance at Paul’s letters quickly reveals that the apostle
understood his missionary activity to Gentiles within the context of an Old
Testament expectation in which the Gentile nations would on the final day
partake of God’s ultimate blessings to Israel. (Kostenberger and O’Brien
164)
Paul’s letters indicate that he saw himself in continuity with the Old Testament prophets,
especially Isaiah, and that his mission is connected with the Isaianic servant “who had
been set apart by the Lord from birth with a specific ministry to the Gentiles in view”
(166). According to Paul, the inclusion of the Gentiles was a hidden mystery being
revealed through his ministry:
Although I am the very least of all the saints, this grace was given to me to
bring to the Gentiles the news of the boundless riches of Christ, and to
make everyone see what is the plan of the mystery hidden for ages in God
who created all things, so that through the church the wisdom of God in its
rich variety might now be made known to the rulers and authorities in the

Allen 61
heavenly places. (Eph. 3:8-10)
In this context, Paul sees the Church “in its rich variety” as an instrumental witness to the
kingdom of God.
Thus, what appear within Paul’s writings to be merely internal doctrinal
discussions or institutional matters are in fact central to his mission of building up the
Church as a missionary entity in the world. Paul’s overriding concern was not the
recruiting and training of individual missionaries but the development of churches in
local communities that would bear witness to the reality of the gospel. Kostenberger and
O’Brien write, “Proclaiming the gospel meant for Paul not simply an initial preaching or
with it the reaping of converts; it included also a whole range of nurturing and
strengthening activities which led to the firm establishment of congregations” (184).
Hedlund agrees, “Paul was determined that … every church should become missionary,
by active participation in the mission of Christ” (220).
The eschatological hope. In the view of the New Testament, history is heading
toward a consummation in which God’s ultimate purposes for creation will be fulfilled.
In eschatological terms, little difference exists between the ultimate visions found within
the Old and New Testaments. In fact, the two testaments reveal a striking continuity. In
both contexts, for instance, the overall theme is that the consummation of history is
ultimately something God will do. This vision of God’s purposes is perhaps best
illumined within the book of Revelation.
Interestingly, John’s vision returns to the centripetal concept of consummation
that so characterizes the Old Testament prophets. In this context, the holy city Jerusalem
descends from heaven, and God gathers together in Christ all those who believe from
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every nation and kingdom to worship him in glory. “And so the drama is complete. The
nations, the families of the earth who have always been the object of God’s love,
redeemed and preserved, have a place in God’s new creation” (Hedlund 265).
Each of the original missional elements is complete within the Revelation
imagery of chapter seven, verses nine through seventeen:
After this I looked, and there was a great multitude that no one could
count, from every nation, from all tribes and peoples and languages,
standing before the throne and before the Lamb, robed in white, with palm
branches in their hands. They cried out in a loud voice, saying, “Salvation
belongs to our God who is seated on the throne, and to the Lamb!” And
all the angels stood around the throne and around the elders and the four
living creatures, and they fell on their faces before the throne and
worshiped God, singing, “Amen! Blessing and glory and wisdom and
thanksgiving and honor and power and might be to our God forever and
ever! Amen.”
Then one of the elders addressed me, saying, “Who are these, robed in
white, and where have they come from?” I said to him, “Sir, you are the
one that knows.” Then he said to me, “These are they who have come out
of the great ordeal; they have washed their robes and made them white in
the blood of the Lamb. For this reason they are before the throne of God,
and worship him day and night within his temple, and the one who is
seated on the throne will shelter them. They will hunger no more, and
thirst no more; the sun will not strike them, nor any scorching heat; for the
Lamb at the center of the throne will be their shepherd, and he will guide
them to springs of the water of life, and God will wipe away every tear
from their eyes.”
In terms of multiplication, more people gather than can be counted. In terms of
permeation, they are gathered from every nation and tribe. Regarding dominion, they
worship the God who is enthroned in majesty. Finally, the people are blessed with the
felicities of God’s immediate presence. Such is the New Testament vision of where
history is headed and what God indeed is doing. Dyrness writes, “The image of the New
Jerusalem is the climactic event in the biblical drama. It brings together all the prophetic
strands of Scripture and unites God, his people and heaven and earth into a single
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glorious unity” (183).
In the New Testament sense, however, eschatology is not only a futuristic hope
but something that God is doing even now, a reality to which the local church exists as
witness. In truth, the local church by its nature is an eschatological community
announcing that the final days have come in Christ. Thus, Revelation is understood not
only as a predictive book about the consummation of history but also an encouragement
for persecuted believers to remember the unseen reality that God reigns and that his
victory is being expressed even through the persecuted Church. Along with that
encouragement comes the challenge to endure. “His coming is certain. The missionary
obligation of the church is unending until that consummation” (Dyrness 264).
Recent Trends in Missiology
This section of Chapter 2 outlines the primary paradigm shifts that have occurred
in missiological thought over the past one hundred years. Perhaps the most influential
voice behind these shifts has been that of British missiologist Lesslie Newbigin (19091998). These shifts have profound ramifications for the West regarding the ministry and
mission of local churches.
The End of Christendom
Commonly accepted among missiologists and sociologists is the perception that
the era of Christendom in the West has drawn, or is at least drawing, to a close. The era
of Christendom began about the time of the alleged fourth-century conversion of the
Roman Emperor Constantine, who would later declare Christianity the official state
religion of the Roman Empire (Guder et al. 6). This pattern of church-state partnership
would continue for centuries to come even beyond the dissolution of the Roman Empire

Allen 64
as the Christian Church was granted “special favors and privileges,” while also shaping
the religious and cultural life of all Europe and later North America. Darrell Guder and
his colleagues define Christendom as “the system of church-state partnership and cultural
hegemony in which the Christian religion was the protected and privileged religion of
society and the church its legally established institutional form” (6).
The beginning of Constantianism (a synonym for Christendom) marked a radical
shift for the Church in the world. Up to that point, Christians had an apostolic identity,
understanding themselves as a sent people in mission amid a hostile and unbelieving
world. With the Constantinian shift, however, “the church decided to derive its
significance through association with the identity and purposes of the state” (Clapp 25).
In other words, Christians now saw the state as carrying the “meaning of history,” rather
than the Church. Moreover, the Church saw its own identity as inexorably connected with
the state in a “symbiotic relationship” (Bosch 274). Loren Mead describes the
significance of this shift:
Instead of the congregation being a small local group that constituted the
church in that place, the understanding of the congregation had been
enlarged to include everything in the Empire. The congregation was the
church; the church was the Empire. (14)
During the Christendom era, mission was thus primarily seen as a means of
converting the heathen through the expansion of Western civilization, as Bosch explains:
It was completely natural for the first European colonizing powers,
Portugal and Spain, to assume that they, as Christian monarchs, had the
divine right to subdue pagan peoples and that therefore colonization and
Christianization not only went hand in hand but were two sides of the
same coin. (275)
Darrell Guder writes, “From the ‘Constantinianization’ of Christianity in the fourth
century onward, Christian mission was the outward expansion of the Christian culture
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that was the established religious force in Europe” (Continuing Conversion 9). Bosch
goes on to add that the same mind-set affected the early European settlers of the
American continent in their subjugation of the natives. “The original inhabitants of North
America, because they were ‘pagans,’ had no rights and were without further ado
assumed to be subjects of the British throne. To subdue them and take their land was
regarded as a divine duty” (9).
Mission was also viewed during much of the Christendom era as a “far off
enterprise”:
Because the mission field by definition was outside the empire, mission
became a task of foreign policy. Therefore, the initiative for enlarging
church and Empire became the task of princes and armies, of missionary
orders and missionary heroes and heroines. Mission was no longer the
direct responsibility of the ordinary person. The world hostile to the
Gospel was the pagan world way over there, beyond the boundary of the
Empire. (Mead 15)
Because citizens of the state were de facto members of the state church, mission within
the empire made no sense, and this attitude prevailed through the entire West. In this
scenario, only “those groups, and later nations, outside the borders of the empire or of
Christendom were not Christian and therefore were the object of the mission work of the
church” (Cardoza-Orlandi 32). In this paradigm, “‘ministries’ exist within Christendom;
‘missions’ exist outside of Christendom” (33). After all, with the apparent
“Christianization” of the West, most assumed that the apostolic commission of the early
Church had been fulfilled (Guder, Continuing Conversion 11).
Even with the advent of the Protestant Reformation in the sixteenth century, a
movement integral to the deterioration of Christendom, missional attitudes did not stray
much from their Constantinian roots. Mead writes, “Peculiarly enough, when the unity of
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life in Empire and church began to come apart, the Christendom Paradigm did not die.
Instead, it continued to shape each of the fragments into which the world and the church
broke” (17). Thus, mission continued to be viewed as a task to be pursued on the frontiers
of the uncivilized world:
For Western churches of modern Christendom from the seventeenth
century on, the thrust of this sending was clear. Christendom sent its
representatives, its Catholic and Protestant missionaries, to the nonChristian world, in order to evangelize non-Christian cultures.… The
unquestioned assumption of Western Christians was that God intended all
people to become Christian and, in the process, become culturally
Europeans. (Guder, Continuing Conversion 13-14)
While Guder concedes that “there were many missionaries who opposed this kind of
cultural imperialism” (14), distinguishing between the essentials of the gospel and the
transient trappings of Western culture, the Christendom paradigm of mission continued to
dominate, even into the early twentieth century. Furthermore, the influence of the
Enlightenment and its accompanying optimism about human progress fueled hopes that
the enterprise of foreign mission would soon “realize God’s kingdom on earth” (15).
As the implications of Enlightenment “progress” unfolded, the church began to
pushed toward irrelevance. Rather than resist the increasingly secular assumptions of the
Enlightenment, the Church, especially the Protestant Church, “gradually surrendered the
public sphere to control by the assumptions of the Enlightenment and survived by
retreating into the private sector” (Newbigin, The Other Side 22). As a result, “the typical
form of living Christian faith in its Protestant forms from the eighteenth century onwards
was pietism, a religion of the soul, of the inner life, of personal morals and of the home”
(22). Thus, the state churches in Europe, for example, can continue to exist and enjoy
state sponsorship while also being safely kept from influence on truly “important”
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matters.
What has happened in America is different and somewhat behind developments in
Europe. Through the absence of a “state church,” the American experiment from its
beginning has sought to avoid some of the perils of an uncritical Christendom.
Furthermore, an increasingly pluralistic population, complete with Protestants, Catholics,
Jews, Muslims, and others, has forced the nation to broaden its self-understanding so that
the United States has “been enlarged from evangelical consensus to Protestantism-ingeneral, to Christianity-in-general, to the Judeo-Christian-tradition-in-general, to deism in
general” (Clapp 31). Yet even the innocuous nature of deism is inadequate for an
increasingly diverse nation; thus, Clapp argues, “Since World War II Americans have
arrived at a place where even something as foggy as ‘deism-in-general’ can no longer
serve as the unofficial religious sponsor of the nation. What has happened, in a word, is
pluralization” (31).
In reality, then, the Church did not initiate the end of Christendom. To the
contrary, the state, or more accurately, Western culture was the partner that decided to
end the relationship. Clapp explains the painful irony:
Just when the Western inventions of capitalism, democracy and modernity
reign over or are aspired to throughout the world; just when some declare
that the West has won and history has reached its goal; just when America,
the leading and pioneering capitalist, democratic and modern nation,
becomes the world’s sole superpower—just now the church is informed
that its sponsoring is no longer needed or wanted. (17)
Parallel with the demise of the Christendom partnership between church and
culture is the reality that the Church in today’s world wields significantly less influence
over the minds and lifestyles of many people. Cultural surveyors like Barna often find
little difference between the attitudes and behaviors of religious and non-religious
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Americans. In other words, to many Americans Christianity is a privatized pursuit that
has little bearing on real-life issues.
In short, what has happened throughout Europe is now unfolding in America. As
Darrel Guder et al. contend, what was once regarded as Christendom is now a “postConstantinian, post-Christendom, and even post-Christian world” (7). Craig Van Gelder
describes this monumental shift:
The relationship of the church to contemporary North American culture
can be described as post-Christian…. We are experiencing the end of our
particular version of Christendom. The post-Christian reality of
contemporary culture means that the church no longer has a privileged
position and can no longer expect to receive preferential treatment. It is
becoming just one more truth claim in the midst of a plurality of
alternative truth claims, all of which are seen as relative. (41)
This shift has not been accepted by everyone, especially in America. In fact, some
within the American Church are still seeking to revive the fading Constantinian paradigm
of a churched culture. This resistance to the post-Christendom era can be seen in the
legislative and social efforts of those who call for America to reestablish its roots as a
“Christian nation,” through the return of prayer to public schools, the ten commandments
to the town square, etc. Clapp describes this type of strategy as “retrenchment” (20). In
this approach, the common belief is that a return to the days of Christendom are needed.
The West as Mission Field
Newbigin, the twentieth-century British missiologist, takes a more positive view
of Christendom’s decline. In The Other Side of 1984: Questions for the Churches, an
essay-turned-book originally written for the British Council of Churches and
subsequently for the World Council of Churches, Newbigin was one of the first to
suggest a creative vision for the church amid the demise of Christendom. Upon returning
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to England in the 1970s after several decades of mission work in India, Newbigin was
taken aback by the absence of hope among the people of his native England:
Apart from those whose lives are shaped by the Christian hope founded on
the resurrection of Jesus as the pledge of a new creation, there is little sign
among the citizens of this country of the sort of confidence in the future
which was certainly present in the earlier years of this century. (1)
Newbigin eventually concluded that he was observing the demise, not just of
Christendom, but of the Enlightenment as well. The brutality of two World Wars, the
rising skepticism toward science, and the increasing sense of technology as more
dangerous than good had dismantled the optimism that viewed the world moving toward
limitless progress. He writes that “while we work to complete the unfinished business of
the Enlightenment, we have also—I believe—to recognize that its way of understanding
the world can no longer satisfy us” (Other Side 16). To Newbigin, this monumental shift
provides a remarkable opportunity for the church.
Interestingly, he is not wholly negative toward the Constantinian Church and its
fourth century church-state union, given the alternatives:
How else, at that moment in history, could the Church have expressed its
faithfulness to the Gospel which is a message about the universal reign of
God? It is hard to see what other possibility there was at the moment. The
experiment of a Christian political order had to be made. (Other Side 34)
Nevertheless, he admits that the “experiment” has ended in failure, and that “there is no
way back to the Constantinian alliance with church and state” (34).
Instead of seeking to revive or retrench Christendom, and rather than retreat into
an “intellectual ghetto,” Newbigin suggests another alternative: “a genuinely missionary
encounter with post-Enlightenment culture” (Other Side 31). Newbigin’s growing
conviction, which is elucidated more clearly in a subsequent book Foolishness to the

Allen 70
Greeks: The Gospel and Western Culture, was that the West, once the bastion of
Christendom, has now become a mission field. In his view, the West is not necessarily a
secular society:
[It is a] pagan society, and its paganism, having been born out of the
rejection of Christianity, is far more resistant to the gospel than the preChristian paganism with which cross-cultural mission has been familiar.
Here, surely, is the most challenging missionary frontier of our time. (20)
The implications of this shift are enormous in terms of how the local church
conceives of mission. No longer an “over there” enterprise, mission must begin at the
door of the local congregation, as Guder et al. explain:
Bishop Newbigin and others have helped us to see that God’s mission is
calling and sending us, the church of Jesus Christ, to be a missionary
church in our own societies, in the cultures in which we find ourselves.
These cultures are no longer Christian; some would argue that they never
were. Now, however, their character as a mission field is so obvious as to
need no demonstration. (5)
Unfortunately, this radical cultural shift has also not been recognized by many
congregations who still view mission and evangelism through Christendom goggles.
These churches recognize their declining membership and influence yet do little to
change the way they operate:
From the Christendom legacy, most churches continue “doing
church” as usual, as though most people in our communities are
Christians, as though ministry is merely the nurture and care of
existing Christians. Many church leaders are in denial regarding
the growing number of secular pre-Christians in their community.
(Hunter, Church 24)
To be more specific, Hunter suggests that many churches are guilty of falsely assuming
four things about unbelievers around them:
•
•
•

What motivated us is what will motivate them;
The approach that reached us is the approach that will reach them;
They already know what we are talking about; and,
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•

They like the church enough to be able to respond affirmatively. (24)

Clapp has a similar view regarding the weakness of modern evangelistic attempts:
Renewed attempts at evangelism are widely and deeply hindered because
most of them still rest on Constantinian assumptions. It is as if the
churches have realized they must evangelize, but only know how to
evangelize Constantinians. Thus they reach out with purposes and
methods that were developed to draw in a tribe once spread the world
over—yet this tribe is now on the verge of extinction. And the church’s
methods are accordingly about as successful as missionaries trained and
immersed in the culture of Australian aborigines, then sent to do their
work in the suburbs of London. (159)
Churches that seek to operate effectively in mission must therefore be attentive to the
reality of Christendom’s demise.
The Church as Mission
A third major missiological shift relates to the centrality of mission to the
Church’s idenity. In Newbigin’s view, mission is not simply one program among many in
the church. Rather, the church itself is a mission, and mission is fundamental to its
identity. As Michael Goheen observes, Newbigin understood the church as a community
“sent” into the world:
The central insight in Newbigin’s ecclesiology is expressed in the
commissioning words of Jesus in John 20:21, a verse that would define his
understanding of the missionary church to the last days of his life: “As the
Father has sent me, I am sending you.” This commission gives the church
its existence and its identity: it is a body chosen and called to continue the
kingdom mission of Jesus…. Mission is not one function of the church but
rather, in the words of Emil Brunner that Newbigin is fond of quoting,
“the church exists by mission as fire exists by burning.” (25-26)
As Bosch declares, “Christianity is missionary by its very nature, or it denies its very
raison d’être” (9).
This conviction clearly contradicts one image of the Church that emerged during
the height of modernity—the community of privatized withdrawal:
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[T]he church’s task of announcing the reign of God will mean moving
beyond the four walls of the church building, out of the safe group of
people who know and love each other, into the public square. The
missional church will be in the world with good news. (Guder et al. 137)
This idea “demands an offensive rather than defensive posture of the church,” contend
Stanley Hauerwas and William H. Willimon (51). They define the Church as “resident
aliens, an adventurous colony in a society of unbelief” (49). As such, the Church as
colony “is God’s means of a major offensive against the world, for the world” (51).
The image of the Church as a “sent” people has led many to identify the emerging
paradigm of mission as a rebirth of the apostolic age, as Loren Mead explains:
[T]he early church was conscious of itself as a faithful people surrounded
by a hostile environment to which each member was called to witness to
God’s love in Christ…. Their task was to carry into a hostile world the
good news of healing, love, and salvation. (10)
Many observers, including Mead, see a striking similarity between mission in a preChristendom and post-Christendom world:
What does all this mean? It means that God who called the church out into
the apostolic world two thousand years ago is again calling the church out,
this time into a secularized world where its mission and its life must once
again be redefined. (43)
Hunter is more conclusive in his comparison between Church eras: “We are, once
again, in an Apostolic Age—much like the age that early Christianity engaged” (Church
23). Like Newbigin, Hunter sees the emerging reality with great hope for the church:
“The Christian movement now faces it greatest opportunity in the Western world in the
last three centuries” (19).
Even more specifically than being sent into the world, Newbigin believes that the
locus of apostolic mission would begin at the church’s doorstep, as a community
concerned and connected with its specific neighborhood:
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It will be the church for the specific place where it lives, not the
church for those who wish to be members of it—or, rather, it will
be for them insofar as they are willing to be for [original emphasis]
the wider community.… A Christian congregation is defined by
this twofold relation: it is God’s embassy in a specific place.
(Gospel 229)
Guder writes, “There has been a growing consensus in worldwide Christianity that the
local congregation is the basic unit of Christian witness” (Continuing Conversion 145).
The concept of “witness” is key to Newbigin’s thought, both in terms of his
missiology and ecclesiology. The word “witness” is not to suggest something the church
does but what the church in essence is, just as the church does not “do” mission but is a
mission. The role of the church’s witness is to have a multifaceted character, as Goheen
summarizes Newbigin’s position:
The church is a sign pointing men and women to the kingdom of
God. The church is the first fruits, deposit, or foretaste of the
kingdom. It is a community that already has a real enjoyment now
of the salvation of God’s kingdom. The church is an instrument or
agent that God uses for kingdom work today. (32)
In later years, Newbigin would come to place even greater emphasis on the
eschatological nature of the local church, a view shared by many today. From this
perspective, the church is a countercultural community that announces the new reality of
the in-breaking kingdom of God. Newbigin writes, “What really needs to be said is that
where the Church is faithful to its Lord, there the powers of the kingdom are present and
people begin to ask the question to which the gospel is the answer” (Gospel 119).
In Resident Aliens: Life in the Chrisitan Colony, Hauerwas and Willimon express
a similar call for counter-cultural community in the form of the “confessing” church:
The confessing church, like the conversionist church, also calls people to
conversion, but it depicts that conversion as a long process of being
baptismally engrafted into a new people, an alternative polis, a
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countercultural social structure called church. It seeks to influence the
world by being the church, that is, by being something the world is not and
can never be, lacking the gift of faith and vision, which is ours in Christ.
The confessing church seeks the visible [original emphasis] church, a
place, clearly visible to the world, in which people are faithful to their
promises, love their enemies, tell the truth, honor the poor, suffer for
righteousness, and thereby testify to the amazing community-creating
power of God. (46)
Regarding the Church’s role as sign, they write, “The only way for the world to know
that it is being redeemed is for the church to point to the Redeemer by being a redeemed
people” (94).
For Guder, the mission and witness of the local church is by necessity
incarnational. “The gospel is always to be embodied by the people of God in a particular
place. The sent-out community is sent out into the specific context in which it is located”
(Continuing Conversion 148). In other words, the church is sent to “live out” the gospel
in community:
The centrality of the community to the gospel means that the message is
never disembodied. The word must always become flesh, embodied in the
life of the called community.… The gospel dwells in and shapes the
people who are called to be its witness. The message is inextricably linked
with its messengers. (Incarnation 22)
Similar to Guder, Clapp claims that in this incarnational paradigm of Christian mission,
the message and the messenger are inseparable. “Non-Constantinian nonbelievers will
attend Christian claims when they catch glimpses of a way of life that somehow
challenges the ways of life they already know and find to be lacking in one manner or
another” (168).
The image of church-as-mission has significant implications for the local church, as
many have understood “witnessing” and “mission” to be individual endeavors, neglecting
the corporate nature of the church’s witness. Newbigin emphasizes the communal witness

Allen 75
of the local congregation through his focus on the church as a “hermeneutic of the
gospel”:
And yet I confess that I have come to feel that the primary reality of which
we have to take account in seeking for a Christian impact on public life is
the Christian congregation. How is it possible that the gospel should be
credible, that people should come to believe that the power which has the
last word in human affairs is represented by a man hanging on a cross? I
am suggesting that the only answer, the only hermeneutic of the gospel, is
a congregation of men and women who believe it and live by it. (Gospel
229)
John R. Claypool, in his essay “The Church as a Witnessing Community,” writes, “This
is the nature of every authentic Christian witness—to be a demonstration as well as a
declarer of the Good News of what God is about in the world” (39).
Hunsberger views Newbigin’s idea of the congregation in mission as a direct
challenge to North American churches to develop a domestic missiology. He observes a
“glaring gap in American missiology,” in which Christians fail to recognize the mission
field around them, and he points to the anemia of American churches as evidence
(“Newbigin Gauntlet” 4-5). In the face of this enormous challenge, the fourth
missiological shift takes on added significance.
Mission as “Missio Dei”
The danger in emphasizing the enormity of the Church’s role in mission is that
one might erroneously believe that mission actually derives from the Church. A major
shift in missiology has challenged this perspective:
This ecclesiocentric understanding of mission has been replaced
during this century by a profoundly theocentric reconceptualization
of Christian mission. We have come to see that mission is not
merely an activity of the church. Rather, mission, is the result of
God’s initiative, rooted in God’s purposes to restore and heal
creation. (Guder et al. 4)
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This shift gained momentum at the 1952 International Missionary Conference held at
Willingen, Germany. The statements that emerged from that conference, authored by
Newbigin himself, are summarized here by Goheen:
In the Willingen statements, mission has its source in the nature and action
of the Triune God. God is a missionary God, and mission is first of all his
action. The missionary initiative flows from the love of God to reconcile
his created yet alienated world. He trod a long road of redemption with
Israel, until out of the depths of his love the Father sent the Son to
reconcile all things to himself. Jesus accomplished the mission for which
he was sent by a complete atonement in his death and resurrection. On the
basis of this accomplished work God poured out the Spirit of Jesus to
gather his people together into one body as a first fruit and an earnest of
Christ’s redemption. That same Spirit of Jesus equips and empowers his
people to continue his mission as witnesses to God’s redeeming love and
work. (117)
Emerging from this trinitarian paradigm of missiology is the term missio Dei (mission of
God), rooted in the understanding that the mission of the Church derives from the
movement of God in the world, as Bosch explains:
The classical doctrine on the missio Dei as God the Father sending the
Son, and God the Father and the Son sending the Spirit was expanded to
include yet another “movement”: Father, Son, and Holy Spirit sending the
church into the world. (390)
This missiological shift has enormous significance for the local church, as Newbigin
suggests: “Before we speak about our role, the role of our words and deeds in mission,
we need to have firmly in the center of our thinking this action of God” (Gospel 135).
For one thing, knowing that the mission is fundamentally God’s rather than the
Church’s should strengthen apostolic confidence. Knowing that the gospel is understood
as the “clue of history, to universal history and therefore to the history of each person”
(Newbigin, Gospel 128) should embolden the Church in its witness. History is heading
somewhere, and the Church is participating in the eschatological hope as it unfolds. In
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fact, the Church is central to the legacy Jesus desired to leave (133).
Understanding mission as God’s action brought Newbigin himself increased
confidence, especially as he was shaped by the writing of Roland Allen, author of
Missionary Methods: St. Paul’s or Ours?. Through Allen’s work, Newbigin saw the
“fundamental difference between Paul and western missions” (Goheen 31). Newbigin
writes, “Allen answers that, from the start, the Apostle assumed the power and
sufficiency of the living Holy Spirit to create, sustain, and guide the Church, and to equip
it with all the gifts and abilities needed for its life” (qtd. in Goheen 31). Goheen observes,
“Newbigin’s own missionary practice squared with Allen’s observations. His own
experiments in church leadership led to thriving evangelistic congregations. This
deepened Newbigin’s confidence that the mission of the church was first and foremost a
work of the Spirit” (31).
Another implication of the missio Dei paradigm is that the Church is not as an end
in itself but exists as God’s missional conduit, as Guder et al. explain:
This Trinitarian point of entry into our theology of the church necessarily
shifts all the accents in our ecclesiology. As it leads us to see the church as
the instrument of God’s mission, it also forces us to recognize the ways in
which the Western church has tended to shape and fit the gospel into its
cultural context and made the church’s institutional extension and survival
its priority. As we have used the tools of biblical scholarship carefully, we
have begun to learn that the biblical message is more radical, more
inclusive, more transforming than we have allowed it to be. In particular,
we have begun to see the church of Jesus Christ is not the purpose or goal
of the gospel, but rather its instrument and witness. God’s mission
embraces all of creation. (5)
For a local church that embraces this missiological shift, survival is no longer the motive
for ministry. Instead, the conregation understands that God is inviting them as a faith
community to participate in his mission. The church must not forget that God is the
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primary actor in the missionary task:
The Church is not so much the agent of the mission as the locus of the
mission. It is God who acts in the power of his Spirit, doing mighty works,
creating signs of a new age, working secretly in the hearts of men and
women to draw them to Christ. (Newbigin, Gospel 119)
Summary
Biblical perspectives on mission intersect with recent trends in missiology to offer
a helpful framework for the local church in postmodern America. With America as a
mission field, local congregations must discover how to communicate the gospel in the
language of a post-Christendom culture. Rather than wait for neighbors to “show up,” as
though churches instinctively know the pulse of the culture, faith communities should
seek to understand the persons to whom they are in mission. The church’s witness begins
locally, just as Jesus promised his disciples before his ascension, that they would be his
witnesses in Jerusalem, in all Judea and Samaria, and to the ends of the earth (Acts 1:8).
In seeing themselves as a mission, congregations are reminded again, as God’s
people need regular reminding, that the Church is not an institution but an apostolic
movement. The local church is therefore not an end in itself, and survival is not the goal.
Rather, congregations have been called by God to a mission: to multiply through disciplemaking, to permeate by going outside their walls, to announce and incarnate Christ’s
dominion as witnesses to the good news of the kingdom, thus blessing the world,
beginning with their own neighborhoods.
The concept of missio Dei correlates with God’s original invitation to Abraham to
participate in the divine mission to restore creation, a mission that God would do for and
through Abraham, a work of grace evidenced by the gift of a child to the barren Sarah.
Abraham was called to a participatory role, to partner with God in this mission by faith.
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The rest of the scriptural story reveals the unfolding of the missio Dei as promised to
Abraham, fulfilled in the life, death, resurrection, and ascension of the Christ, confirmed
through the subsequent outpouring of the Spirit in which the Church is sent to the ends of
the earth. God’s omnipotent activity in mission should embolden faith communities to a
mighty vision of blessing the world, beginning with their own neighborhoods. As a
Spirit-filled people, the consuming passion of the Church should be the eschatological
vision of an earth filled with the knowledge of God.
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CHAPTER 3
DESIGN OF THE STUDY
Over the past five years, efforts have been made to strengthen the missional
connection between Park Church and the immediate neighborhood. This has been done
primarily through outreach projects in the “servant evangelism” model, through an annual
worship service and picnic held in an adjacent city park, and through teaching and
preaching emerging from the church’s vision statement, “to be living evidence in our
neighborhood that God is real and the gospel is true” (“Park Church” 5). Despite these
efforts, the question remains of how deeply a vision of local mission has penetrated the
ethos of congregation.
The Purpose Restated
The purpose of this study was to determine the prevalence of an “apostolic ethos”
within the Park Church congregation and to identify and evaluate the barriers that hinder
a more missional mind-set toward the immediate neighborhood for the purpose of
proposing a plan of action for overcoming them. This study could have significant
implications for the many other congregations facing similar challenges.
Research Questions
Two basic questions guided this project, and each research question was
examined through the use of four operational questions.
Research Question 1
To what extent does an apostolic ethos shape the identity of Park Church?
Operational question 1. When Park Church people share their definitions of the
word “church,” what kind of language do they use?
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Operational question 2. When Park Church people share their definitions of the
word “church,” does age or length-of-involvement make a difference in the conversation?
Operational question 3. When Park Church people describe “Park Church,”
what kind of language do they use?
Operational question 4. When Park Church people describe “Park Church,”
does age or length-of-involvement make a difference in the conversation?
This research question, and the subsequent operational questions, helped gauge
the ecclesiology of the people of Park Church and whether the church is viewed more as
an organization or an organism, as an institution or a movement. They also helped
determine how the people of Park Church view their own congregation, whether they see
their church in missional terms, what they value most in their church involvement, and
whether a new perspective of mission is emerging among either newer or younger
members.
Research Question 2
What are the barriers that limit a pervasive apostolic ethos from permeating the
life and witness of Park Church?
Operational question 1. When Park Church people discuss why persons have left
the ministry of Park Church, what reasons do they give?
Operational question 2. When Park Church people discuss ministering to more
people, what strategies do they suggest?
Operational question 3. When Park Church people discuss becoming “living
evidence” within the immediate neighborhood, what do they talk about?
Operational question 4. When Park Church people discuss their passion for
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outreach, what are their opinions?
Research Question 2, and the subsequent operational questions, helped to gauge
the missiology of the Park Church congregation, how they view evangelism, and what
they believe about their mission in the world. Answering these questions helped
determine whether the Park Church people have a “centripetal” or “centrifugal” view of
mission.
Sample
The population of the study was comprised of the adults within the Park Church
congregation who participated in one of six focus groups during January 2004. Seventyseven persons were invited (an average of just over twelve per group), with a diversity of
age and seniority within the congregation. While church membership was not required of
participants, only those persons who have been attending worship regularly for over two
years were invited. Persons invited were also limited to those who could be reasonably
expected to attend. Since about half of the congregation’s active worshippers are over
sixty-six years of age, half of the adults invited to participate (39 of 77) were at least
sixty-six years of age.
Three of the focus groups were homogenous, utilizing what David Morgan refers
to as “segmentation” in their composition (35). Segmentation through homogeneity helps
facilitate greater comfort of conversation between like persons and helps in comparing
the missional attitudes of persons based on age and seniority within the congregation. The
other three groups did not utilize segmentation, however, in order to provide an
opportunity to compare and see if these attitudinal differences would also reveal
themselves within a more mixed setting. Furthermore, a mixture of segmented and non-
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segmented groups more accurately reflects the social dynamics of a congregation since
varying situations exist in which (1) similar age groups gather together socially and in
which (2) diverse age groups are integrated together (e.g., Sunday worship, church-wide
fellowship meals, etc.).
One of the segmented focus groups consisted of an existing group of adults 44
and younger, each of whom have attended Park Church less than five years. This group
was balanced in terms of gender. The second homogenous group involved adults who
have been active at Park Church over ten years. This group was diverse in gender and
age, though each person was between 45 and 65 years of age. The third homogenous
group involved senior adults (age 66 and over) but with a diversity of gender and
experience at Park Church. The other three focus groups involved a random mixture of
age, gender, and seniority. Because college and seminary students are by nature
transitory, they were not invited to participate.
The persons were invited in late December 2003 via a form letter (with a personal
salutation), along with a prestamped response card they were asked to return by 9 January
2004 (see Appendixes A and B). One week prior to the response deadline, I followed up
with a phone call and/or e-mail, thanking those persons who agreed to participate and
reminding those persons who had not responded.
Following the focus groups, participants were mailed a letter thanking them for
participating (see Appendix C).
Methodology and Instrumentation
This project was a descriptive, qualitative study utilizing focus groups as a selfcontained means of discovering congregational attitudes toward ecclesiology and local
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mission. In describing focus groups, Morgan discusses their unique benefits:
As a form of qualitative research, focus groups are basically group
interviews, although not in the sense of alternation between a researcher’s
questions and the research participants’ responses. Instead, the reliance is
on interaction within the group, based on topics that are supplied by the
researcher who typically takes the role of moderator. The hallmark of
focus groups is their explicit use of group interaction to produce data and
insights that would be less accessible without the interaction found in a
group. (2)
I served as the moderator for each group, taking a moderately structured approach
in this role. The groups met in the small fellowship hall of the church, a warm, carpeted,
comfortable room. Coffee and other refreshments were available. The groups and
moderator sat around tables set up in the form of a square. I guided the discussion with
several broad questions.
Each focus group session lasted 90-120 minutes and convened during January and
February 2004. Within each group, I took time at the beginning to (1) thank everyone for
participating, since their involvement would benefit both me and Park Church, (2)
introduce the concept of a focus group as, in essence, a “group interview,” (3) draw
attention to the taping of the group, (4) define my role as facilitator, and (5) encourage
both broad participation and complete honesty. An icebreaker question was asked to
establish an initial comfort level: “If you could live anywhere else in the world, where
would you live and why?” Each person was asked to respond.
For the primary discussion, participants were asked to begin by writing and then
reading to the group an opening statement in response to this question: “In no more than
one paragraph, how would you define the word ‘church’?” This approach is
recommended by Morgan who believes that “discussion-starter questions that encourage
opening statements are a way of getting everyone on record with their different
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experiences and opinions before a consensus emerges” (35). Morgan also describes other
advantages of requiring a written opening statement:
Having them write their responses reinforces a person’s commitment to
contributing these thoughts to the group, even in the face of apparent
disapproval. Having written statements available also gives the moderator
a legitimate basis for asking for input from those who have not said
anything yet. (35)
Following this time of sharing, five more questions guided the discussion. The six total
questions for the focus groups were as follows:
1. In no more than two sentences, how would you define the word “church?”
2. If you met someone new in Lexington and they said to you, “Tell me about
your church,” what would you say?
3. One of the things I often say is that it’s not hard to find someone in Lexington
who “used to attend Park Church.” Some of you may be able to think of certain
individuals who used to be involved in this church and still live in Lexington but are no
longer actively involved here. Without being specific regarding individuals, can you
think of some reasons that might prompt someone to leave Park Church?
4. If Park Church wanted to begin ministering to more people, what
strategies would you recommend?
5. The stated vision of this church is “to become living evidence in our
neighborhood that God is real and the gospel is true.” Can you name some examples of
how Park Church is fulfilling this vision?
6. As a church, how passionate are we about reaching out to our immediate
neighborhood? Give a reason for your answer.
Questions 1 and 2 concentrate on the ecclesiology of the focus group participants while
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questions 3 through 6 center on mission.
Data Collection
Each focus group session was recorded by both audiotape and videotape primarily
to insure against technical malfunction. As the focus groups gathered, I made the
following statement:
You will notice that our discussion tonight is being recorded. This is
simply to free me up from having to write down your responses, so that I
can concentrate on what you are saying. These tapes will be used only by
me, and any transcripts of the discussion will protect your anonymity. I am
simply looking at different opinions that exist within our congregation,
and I need your openness and candor in sharing how you really feel about
things. Every opinion here is valued.
Data Analysis
Following the completion of all focus groups, the taped proceedings were
transcribed with all responses and comments separated and pasted onto individual index
cards. The cards were divided according to the interview question, reviewed, and
analyzed inductively and comparatively through the lenses of the research and
operational questions. A process of categorization (Lindlof and Taylor 214) within a
grounded theory approach (218) helped me to identify prevalent and recurring thematic
categories within the data. Other persons within the congregation, individuals who had
not participated in focus groups, were then asked to separate the data into the selected
categories in order to provide comparison. For each interview question, two other persons
were asked to sort the responses according to selected categories. For those responses
without unanimous categorization among the three observers, that category was selected
in which two of the three observers had agreed. Where no majority was present, the
response was not categorized.
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From interpreting the data, conclusions were drawn regarding the prevalence of
an apostolic ethos within the congregation and whether or not attitudes are reflected by
age and/or seniority within the church. Conclusions were also drawn regarding the most
obvious barriers to an apostolic ethos in order to guide a suggested course of action for
overcoming them.
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CHAPTER 4
FINDINGS OF THE STUDY
This chapter presents qualitative data collected through a series of six different
focus group (FG) meetings, each 90-120 minutes in duration, convened in January and
February 2004 at Park United Methodist Church. A total of sixty-six persons participated
(out of seventy-seven persons invited), an average of eleven per group. Of the eleven who
did not participate, two were prevented by health reasons, two had work conflicts, and
seven simply forgot. Not including the opening icebreaker question, six common
interview questions were asked.
Profile of Participants
Demographic categories of note were the ages of the participants and their length
of involvement at Park Church (see Table 1). Age groups were labeled by the letters S
(senior, age 66 years and above), M (middle-aged, 45-65) and Y (young, 44 and below).
These segments were defined as such because these particular age groups tend to
gravitate toward each other socially within the Park Church congregation.
Length of involvement was defined by the letters L (long-time participant, over
six years), and R (recent, less than six years). The period of six years correlates to my
tenure as pastor, during which a renewed emphasis on local mission has emerged. As
noted in Chapter Three, this demographic breakdown is similar to the makeup of the
overall Park Church congregation.
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Table 1. Focus Group Demographics (N=66)
FG#

n

Long-Time
Seniors (LS)

1

9

0

Long-Time
Middle-Aged
(LM)
0

2

13

0

3

12

4

0

Recent
Middle-Aged
(RM)
0

13

0

0

0

12

0

0

0

0

13

8

3

0

0

2

5

8

6

1

0

0

1

6

11

5

3

2

1

0

Total

66

31

20

2

1

12

Recent Seniors
(RS)

Recent Young
(RY)
9

As Table 1 indicates, focus groups 1, 2, and 3 were segmented into homogenous
groups who shared common characteristics of age and length-of-involvement. Group 1
was comprised of younger adults who had been involved at Park Church less than six
years. Group 2 was comprised of middle-aged adults who have been involved at Park
Church over ten years. Group 3 was comprised of senior adults who have been involved
at Park Church over twenty years. Groups 4, 5, 6 were non-segmented, involving a
diversity of ages and lengths of involvement.
Research Questions
The research questions directing this study guided the interview questions for the
focus groups. Those research questions were (1) To what extent does an apostolic ethos
shape the identity of Park Church? and (2) What are the barriers that limit a pervasive
apostolic ethos from permeating the life and witness of Park Church?
Research Question 1
Answering Research Question 1, “To what extent does an apostolic ethos shape
the identity of Park Church?” involved four operational questions, each of which is
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addressed through focus group interview questions 1 and 2.
Operational question 1. When Park Church people define “church” in general,
what kind of language do they use?” Interview question 1—“In two sentences or less,
how would you define the word ‘church?’”—was designed to address this issue of
ecclesiological language by requiring participants to state a brief written definition of the
word church.
In reviewing the responses, two significant sets of language categories emerged.
The first set delineates those who defined church in terms of a people from those who
defined church in terms of a place. Typical church as a people definitions referred to
those who comprise the congregation of the church:
A group of people who believe in Jesus Christ as Savior and Lord and who
are committed to each other and to his kingdom.
A collection of persons with common spiritual beliefs striving to serve
their God.
A community of believers who as a whole combine their God-given gifts
to serve God through ministry to each other and spreading the gospel to
those outside their walls who do not know Jesus.
The people who gather together anywhere to celebrate Christ and to
worship.
A family who will support you with their prayers and concerns during the
good and bad times in your life.
Among those who defined church as a place, most referred to a facility or structure,
while some simply referred to any location where people or individuals come to worship:
A place to worship, to learn more religion from our pastor and people.
A place I go to worship God and to hear the music.
A place where I can be with my Christian friends. I love the altar where I
can kneel and thank God for the blessings he has given me and where I

Allen 91
can bring my sins and be forgiven.
A great spiritual experience and uplifting, a very rewarding place to
worship God.
A place where people gather to worship God. It is a building but it is also
a place to be regarded as a house of God with fellowship and reverence.
Of the sixty-four responses (two subjects were late and unable to participate in
this question), fifty-nine clearly belonged in one of these two categories, with an almost
even split between them: twenty-nine persons defining church primarily as a people, and
twenty-nine persons defined church primarily as a place. A total of seven responses were
either not defined within those two categories or contained elements of both categories.
Table 2 reports this data, as well as a breakdown for each demographic group.

Table 2. Definitions of Church as “People” or “Place” (N=64)
Demographic
Group
LS

n

Church as People

Church as Place

Unclear

31

5

23

3

LM

19

15

2

2

RY

11

8

3

0

RM

1

0

1

0

RS

2

1

1

0

All

64

29

30

5

Another set of language categories that emerged from the responses to interview
question 1 revolves around the issue of orientation, i.e., when defining church, are the
participants’ answers oriented toward a relationship with God, toward each other within
the church, or toward a relationship of responsibility toward the world? Definitions
categorized as God oriented included any that explicitly named any member of the
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Trinity or mentioned anything related to worship, faith, or spirituality. Definitions
categorized as oriented toward each other included any that mentioned community,
gathering, commonality, friendship, or intentional acts of mutual care. Definitions
categorized as oriented toward the world included any that referred to the church’s
responsibility toward those outside the church. Many definitions contained more than one
orientation. In reviewing the responses, data emerged regarding the ecclesiological
orientation of the participants (see Table 3). The overwhelming majority of participants
defined the church in language oriented around God (58 of 64; 90.6 percent) and one
another (49 of 64; 76.6 percent), while a small minority defined the church in language
oriented around a relationship toward the outside world (10 of 64; 15.6 percent).

Table 3. Orientation of Language in Church Definition (N=64)
Demographic
Group
LS

31

Toward
God
26

Toward
Each Other
23

Toward
the World
1

LM

19

19

15

5

RY

11

11

9

4

RM

1

1

1

0

RS

2

1

1

0

All

64

58

49

10

n

Operational question 2. When Park Church people share their definitions of the
word church, does age or length-of-involvement make a difference in the language? The
responses regarding the category set of people/place and separating the characteristics of
age and length-of-involvement are distributed in Tables 4 and 5.
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Table 4. Definitions of Church by Age Group (N=64)

33

Church as
People
6

Church as
Place
24

M

20

15

3

2

Y

11

8

3

0

Age

n

S

Unclear
3

Table 5. Definitions of Church by Length-of-Involvement (LOI) (N=64)

50

Church as
People
20

Church as
Place
25

14

9

5

LOI

n

L
R

Unclear
5
0

Since only 18.2 percent (6 of 33) of senior adults defined church as a people,
compared to 74.2 percent (23 of 31) of middle-aged and young adults, a clear difference
exists in how the seniors of Park Church define church compared to non-seniors. A lesser
contrast exists among church definitions when compared by length-of-involvement.
Exactly 50 percent (25 of 50) of those involved over six years defined church as a place,
compared with 35.7 percent (5 of 14) of those involved less than six years.
Regarding the category of orientation and separating the characteristics of age and
length-of-involvement, the responses are distributed in Tables 6 and 7.

Table 6. Orientation of Church Definition in Terms of Age (N=64)

33

Toward
God
27

Toward
Each Other
24

Toward
the World
1

M

20

20

16

5

Y

11

11

9

4

Age

n

S
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Table 7. Orientation of Definition in Terms of Length-of-Involvement (LOI) (N=64)

50

Toward
God
45

Toward
Each Other
38

Toward
the World
6

14

13

11

4

LOI

n

L
R

While all groups seemed to have a high percentage of their responses oriented
toward God and each other, the percentage of responses oriented toward the world
revealed considerable differences. For example, only 3 percent (1 of 33) of senior adults
defined church in language related to the outside world compared to 29 percent (9 of 31)
of middle-aged and young adults. The disparity was less extreme when considering
length-of-involvement. For example, 12 percent (6 of 50) of long-time attendees defined
church with a toward the world orientation compared to 28.6 percent (4 of 14) of recent
attendees.
Combining categories. The responses were also viewed through the combined
categorical lenses of people/place and orientation (see Table 8). Once again, while most
of those who defined church as a “people” commonly oriented their language toward
God and each other, a minority (9 of 29; 31 percent) used language oriented toward the
world. Those who defined church as a “place” were even less likely to orient their
language toward the world (1 of 30; 3.3 percent).

Table 8. Orientation by People/Place (N=59)

29

Toward
God
28

Toward
Each Other
24

Toward
the World
9

30

27

20

1

Definition

n

People
Place
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Among those who defined church as a people, Tables 9 and 10 divide the data for
the same responses according to age and length-of-involvement.

Table 9. Language Orientation by Age of Those Defining Church as a People

S

People
Definitions
6

Toward
God
5

Toward
Each Other
6

Toward
the World
1

M

15

15

11

4

Y

8

8

7

4

Age

Table 10. Language Orientation by LOI of Those Defining Church as a People

L

People
Definitions
20

Toward
God
20

Toward
Each Other
16

Toward
the World
5

R

9

8

8

4

LOI

Thus, of those with a people definition of the church, those in the youngest age
group were more likely to use language oriented toward the outside world (4 of 8; 50
percent than the middle-aged (4 of 15; 26.7 percent) or seniors (1 of 6; 16.7 percent).
Also, those involved less than six years were more likely to use world-oriented language
(4 of 9; 44.4 percent) than those with long-time involvement (5 of 20; 25 percent).
Among those with a place definition of church, those in the youngest age group
were practically no more likely to orient their language toward the outside world (1 of 24;
4.2 percent) than the middle-aged (0) and seniors (0). Also, those who have been
involved less than six years were really no more likely to use world-oriented language (0)
than those with long-time involvement (1 of 25; 4 percent) (see Tables 11 and 12).
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Table 11. Language Orientation by Age of Those Defining Church as a Place

S

Place
Definitions
24

Toward
God
21

Toward
Each Other
15

Toward
the World
1

M

3

3

3

0

Y

3

8

2

0

Age

Table 12. Language Orientation by LOI of Those Defining Church as a Place

L

Place
Definitions
25

Toward
God
21

Toward
Each Other
17

Toward
the World
1

R

5

5

3

0

LOI

Operational question 3. When Park Church people describe Park Church, what
kind of language do they use? Interview question 2—“If you met someone new in
Lexington, and they said, ‘Tell me about your church,’ what would you say?”—was
designed to address this issue of ecclesiology on a more personal level, revealing what
participants viewed to be the most distinctive characteristics of Park Church.
In reviewing the responses, five categories emerged: warmth, program,
demography, spirituality, and pastor. Warmth refers to any statements about friendliness,
care, love, or intimacy, as indicated in the following examples:
I feel that there are people here who care about me and care about my son.
When my son was baptized, my mother came, and she has a lot of
experience with churches, and she spoke of how friendly everyone was.
That always meant a lot to me.
When we came here, we found the church to be really friendly and kind.
Since our family is not here, the family we have is our church.
There’s an intimacy here, that if you’re not here, people notice—you’re
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not just one of the crowd.
When we first visited, we were impressed with the caring and nurturing of
the church.
Program refers to a specific opportunity for growth or involvement within the
church, including the worship service:
I think we have unusually interesting Sunday school classes. We have
good teachers and good material. I hate to miss Sunday school.
I like the Bible studies and the workshops that we have—they help us to
grow more, like the summer women’s Bible study, the Alpha course, and
the class for new members.
Outstanding preaching, and the music is tremendous.
I love how our worship flows and is coordinated, with the music and the
sermon connected.
Early on, I started going to the men’s prayer breakfast, and I’ve been
going ever since.
Demography refers to any statement about the size or age of the congregation:
I used to tell people that this is an older church, but I can’t say that
anymore since we have so many new young people.
A church, for me, that is the right size, that I can almost know everyone, if
not intimately, by sight. It’s a secure thing for me.
It’s the size that we know the minister and the minister knows us.
A very diverse group, from individuals like us to the entire age spectrum.
We’re a small congregation, but that makes us special.
Spirituality refers to any statements about the spiritual depth or devotion of the
Park Church congregation:
There’s a growing edge here, of searching to see what God wants us to do,
to determine our purpose, a vision for the future.
I would also say that we are a very spiritual church, and the kind of church
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that is looking for direction from God, and very prayerful about that.
I think that I would describe our church as being very biblical.
For me, it’s the spirit of being genuine and seeking God that I feel from
the people. People are really looking to make themselves better.
I really feel the Spirit in worship. Every Sunday I feel God’s Spirit.
Pastor refers to any statements about the current Park Church pastor:
We have a nice young minister.
I think we have the best pastor in town because he preaches so that anyone
can understand.
I’d also tell people that our minister is accessible to any and all.
I would tell them to come and listen to our minister.
I’ve been through difficult times, and the pastor has been here to support
me.
In reviewing the responses data emerged regarding the aspects of Park Church
most often described by the participants (see Table 13). When participants described Park
Church, the language of warmth emerged as the most prominent, involving 44.9 percent
of comments (31 of 69) with the language of program a close second, involving 40.6
percent of comments (28 of 69).

Table 13. Aspects of Park Church Described by Participants
Demographic
Group
LS

Total
Comments
31

LM

Warmth

Program

Demography

Spirituality

Pastor

14

14

9

5

11

18

9

6

7

8

3

RY

17

7

7

5

4

1

RM

0

0

0

0

0

0

RS

3

1

1

1

0

3

All

69

31

28

22

17

18
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Operational Question 4. When Park Church people describe Park Church,
does age or length-of-involvement make a difference in the conversation? Tables 14 and
15 contain the aspects of Park Church described by the participants, separating them via
the demographic characteristics of age and length-of-involvement.

Table 14. Park Church Descriptions by Age

S

Total
Comments
34

M

18

9

6

7

8

3

Y

17

7

7

5

4

1

All

69

31

28

22

17

18

Age

Warmth

Program

Demography

Spirituality

Pastor

15

15

10

5

14

Table 15. Park Church Descriptions by Length-of-Involvement (LOI)

L

Total
Comments
49

R

20

8

8

6

4

4

All

69

31

28

22

17

18

LOI

Warmth

Program

Demography

Spirituality

Pastor

23

20

16

13

14

Although this data is qualitative in nature, the comparison across the categories of
age and length-of-involvement is best illustrated graphically, as in Figures 1 and 2.
Though some variance exists regarding the frequency that certain aspects of Park Church
are mentioned by the different demographic groups, every demographic group is
consistent in the supreme prominence given to the language of warmth.
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Percentage of Comments

60
50

Warmth

40

Program

30

Demography
Spirituality

20

Pastor
10
0
S

M

Y

Age

Figure 1. Park Church descriptions by age.

Percentage of Comments
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Warmth

30

Program

25

Demography
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Spirituality

15

Pastor

10
5
0
L

R

Length-of-Involvement

Figure 2. Park Church descriptions by length-of-involvement.

Interestingly, in comparing the segmented focus groups (1, 2, and 3), greater
variance emerges regarding the aspects of Park Church mentioned most often (see Table
16). In fact, warmth is most prominent only among the long-time middle-aged
participants (focus group 2) where it ties with demography as the most mentioned aspect
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of Park Church. In groups 1 and 3, however, warmth accounts for no more than the thirdmost comments. The only aspect mentioned prominently in both groups 1 and 3 is
program, an aspect which receives no mention at all in group 2.

Table 16. Park Church Descriptions among Segmented Groups

1 (RY)

Total
Comments
12

2 (LM)

10

5

0

5

4

1

3 (LS)

7

2

3

2

0

4

Group

Warmth

Program

Demography

Spirituality

Pastor

4

6

5

4

1

Research Question 2
Answering Research Question 2, “What are the barriers that limit a pervasive
apostolic ethos from permeating the life and witness of Park Church?” involves four
operational questions, each of which is addressed through focus group interview
questions 3, 4, 5, and 6.
Operational question 1. When Park Church people discuss why persons have left
the ministry of Park Church, what reasons do they give? Interview question 3—“Can you
think of some reasons that might prompt someone to leave Park Church?”—was designed
to address this question, which provided insight into how participants understand the
primary ways that churches minister to people.
In reviewing the 43 responses, 6 categories emerged, with some comments
containing more than one category. Some mentioned the fact that past church members
have been sent to help start other churches:
Some left to start other churches. Some went to St. Luke, Southern Hills,
etc.
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Some people were sent to go help start new churches. This happened to
Park on several occasions.
Others mentioned a problem in a relationship within the church, either between
two laity or between the laity and the pastor:
I have known of people leaving because they said that people weren’t
friendly.
One disadvantage of being a smaller church, it might be harder to break
into some of the established circles.
Some people got their feelings hurt; some of them deserved to get their
feelings hurt.
We’ve had some very unhappy experiences with ministers.
Some cited change, primarily in the areas of music and worship style:
In the last few years our music has changed drastically, and it took me a
while to get used to it, but some people left because of that.
For older folks, some of them don’t like that there are guitars, drums, and
upbeat music.
I had one person tell me that she just couldn’t take the music anymore, and
she wanted the choir back and the organ back.
A large number suggested that people left in search of a better church, meaning
one that had a bigger facility, a younger congregation, or a stronger program:
People are drawn to the larger churches. It’s kind of the Wal-Mart effect.
Churches with schools and gyms have big appeal.
Some people leave for the basketball courts and other things at some
churches.
There are a lot of adults who will go to a church just because of the youth
or children’s program.
Several participants mentioned a spiritual dissatisfaction that prompted some
persons to leave, either in thinking the Park Church congregation was not spiritual
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enough or so spiritual they became uncomfortable.
Some are spiritually hungry and feel like they aren’t being fed.
If the church is growing spiritually, and you’re not, you’d rather go to a
church that’s not going to challenge you, where you can feel more
comfortable.
Because Park is on a sort of moment of threshold, an anticipation like God
is going to do something really big, and to some people that is scary.
Finally, others mentioned geography, believing that as persons moved away from
the Park Church vicinity, they were less likely to commute in order to participate:
Simple migration of people—movement of people means a lot. As people
move into the suburbs, they just don’t have that passion to keep driving
that distance back into the church.
I think Lexington is a strong neighborhood-oriented community. Just as
they like to have neighborhood schools, they like neighborhood churches.
The population center of this community has grown outward. Park Church
is geographically removed from that center of population.
Table 17 exhibits the frequency in which each of these categories was mentioned
within each demographic group. Among the responses, the most frequent reason cited for
persons leaving Park Church was the desire to seek a “better” church, involving 46.5
percent of the responses (20 of 43). The least frequent reason cited was related to those
sent to start new churches, involving 6.8 percent of the responses (3 of 43).

Table 17. Frequency of Reasons Cited for Persons Leaving Park Church
Demographic
Group
LS

Total
Comments
21

Sent
Out
2

Relationships
5

LM

10

1

RY

12

All

43

4

Better
Church
10

Spiritual Dissatisfaction
0

Geography
3

3

2

3

2

1

0

1

1

7

5

0

3

9

7

20

7

4

Change
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As further illustrated by Figure 3, this pursuit for a better church was the most
common response cited as a reason for leaving by each of the three demographic groups.

Percentage of Comments

70
60

Sent
50

Relationship

40

Change

30

Better Church

20

Spiritual Dis.
Geography

10
0
LS

LM

RY

LOI and Age

Figure 3. Frequency of reasons cited for persons leaving Park Church.

Operational question 2. When Park Church people discuss ministering to more
people, what strategies do they suggest? Interview question 4—“If we as a church wanted
to begin ministering to more people, how might we go about doing that?”—was designed
to investigate the missiology of the participants, i.e., how they understand the church’s
mission to the world.
In studying the forty-eight responses to interview question 4, four primary
categories emerged: visibility, programs, increased commitment, and knowing our target.
Several focused on visibility, the idea of making Park Church more conspicuous to the
community, usually through advertising:
When we have special services, we should announce it in the paper.
We’ve been in there with the picnic—I always read that section.
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The ad in the paper, it’s not in there any more. Shouldn’t we put it back
in?
I think we need to show the community that we are a church that is
involved in the community.
Name recognition means something. People who I talk to about Park don’t
seem to have heard of us. It depends on the church’s vision. If our desire is
to reach the neighborhood, certainly advertising in the Chevy Chaser
would be more effective.
Other participants suggested new or expanded programs as a means of reaching
new people:
Childcare is an issue, I think. If we offered a day care during the week,
that would be a big draw.
Of course, there’s the Room in the Inn homeless ministry, where we might
have an opportunity to minister in that way. We have a lot of homeless
people close to us.
More opportunities for small groups and Sunday school classes.
We don’t do enough fun stuff, like move and do something that’s really
fun, that is sellable. Based on needs and wants—finding them and meeting
them.
I’ve always felt like a good, strong music program does something for
people.
Some participants suggested that increasing our ministry scope depends on
increased commitment among individual members:
Everybody we come in contact with, when we develop these relationships,
it’s so easy to slip something in about where you go to church, how you
feel about it, planting a seed—it really is an opportunity.
I wonder why I’m not bolder with my friends. I don’t talk to my friends
enough about what is happening at my church. I need to be bolder with
those I know.
There has to be passion involved in it. It takes personal passion.
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In order for us to be able to reach out to more people, more people in the
church are going to have to be willing to pitch in.
Still others opined that the church must know its target, by defining who it is
trying to reach and knowing as much as possible about reaching them:
We need to look at the demographics of the neighborhood, if that’s the
people we’re looking to bring in.
I think we’re going to have to look beyond our neighborhood.
I think we’re going to have to be more flexible in reaching people,
especially in relation to worship style. I think it takes knowledgeable
research in what is happening in church membership, not just at Park, but
in this community, and analyzing things on that basis.
Table 18 exhibits the frequency in which each of these categories was mentioned across
each demographic group. The most frequently cited strategy for ministering to more
people is that of new or expanded programs, mentioned in 31.3 percent of the comments
(15 of 48). Improved visibility was mentioned the second most frequently, in 18.8 percent
of comments (9 of 48).

Table 18. Frequency of Strategies Suggested for Ministering to More People
Demographic
Group
LS

Total
Comments
18

LM

3

Increased
Commitment
2

Knowing our
Target
4

2

7

2

1

14

3

4

2

1

RS

2

1

1

0

0

All

48

9

15

6

6

Visibility

Program

3

14

RY

Table 19 compares the responses according to length-of-involvement at Park
Church (the age demographic is largely inconsequential in this case, given that all
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middle-aged participants are contained within the LM group, all young participants are
contained within the RY group, and all but two of the seniors are contained within the LS
group).

Table 19. Frequency of Suggested Strategies by Length-of-Involvement

L

Total
Comments
32

R

16

LOI

10

Increased
Commitment
4

Knowing our
Target
5

5

2

1

Visibility

Program

5
4

As Figure 4 reveals, the strategy with the least variance between long-time and
recent attendees, in terms of frequency of mention, is program. Moreover, the two graph
shapes are similar, especially from program to commitment.

Percentage of
Comments

35
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15

R
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Program
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Target

Strategy Suggested

Figure 4. Frequency of suggested strategies by length-of-involvement.

Operational question 3. When Park Church people discuss becoming “living
evidence” within the immediate neighborhood, what do they talk about? Interview
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question 5—“Can you name some examples of how Park Church is fulfilling the vision to
be ‘living evidence in our neighborhood that God is real and the gospel is true’?”—was
designed to address this operational question to reveal how participants view mission
within the context of Park’s stated vision.
In reviewing the seventeen responses, two categories emerged: ministries held
inside the church building in which outsiders are invited to participate and ministries held
outside the church building, in the neighborhood, through which the church seeks to bless
outsiders. Several persons mentioned specific inside programs by name:
One thing I see is Vacation Bible School—the number of kids from the
area who come and how we welcome them into the church.
Alpha is a good example of the fact that we believe God is real and the
gospel is true.
I think the fact that the church every Sunday morning is right here,
continuing to make a presence, to me is a statement that it is a functioning,
viable, house of worship, and that people are dedicated enough to be there.
When you have Vacation Bible School and you have that big sign out
front. It’s done in a very welcoming way, and I think that’s a good idea.
Other participants mentioned specific outside programs or ministries by name:
The Church in the Park means a lot to us.
The Coat Drive last fall. I think that was a very good ministry, showing
“love your neighbor as yourself.”
Passing out water, parking cars, people know we’re here to stay.
I liked it when we went around, back during the ice storm, and cleaned up
people’s yards.
Table 20 presents the frequency in which these two categories were mentioned.
Overall, 58.8 percent of the comments (10 of 17) centered on programs or ministries
outside of the church building while 23.5 percent (4 of 17) mentioned programs inside
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the church building.

Table 20. Ministry Categories Mentioned as Fulfillment of Park’s Vision
Demographic
Group
LS

Total
Comments
6

Inside-Oriented
Ministries
1

Outside-Oriented
Ministries
5

LM

5

0

3

RY

5

2

2

RM

1

1

0

All

17

4

10

Among demographic groups, Figures 5 and 6 demonstrate the comparison of
responses based on age and length-of-involvement, respectively. As the graphs indicate,
senior participants appear to mention outside-oriented ministries more frequently than
younger participants, and long-time attendees more frequently than recent attendees.
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Figure 5. Vision-fulfilling ministries cited by age.
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Figure 6. Vision-fulfilling ministries cited by length-of-involvement.

Operational question 4. When Park Church people discuss their passion for
outreach, what are their opinions? Interview question 6—“On a scale of 1 to 10, how
passionate are we as a whole church about reaching out to our immediate
neighborhood?”—was designed to address this operational question and to reveal how
participants perceive the corporate passion level of the Park Church congregation.
In reviewing the thirty-six responses to this question, four distinct categories
emerged: positive, negative, middle-of-the-road, and blaming. Participants who were
positive gave Park Church a passion ranking of six or above:
I’d say a seven and growing. I think we take every opportunity we can to
reach out.
I was going to take you up to a six. I just felt like I had so much fun at the
picnic in the park last year. I met some people here from the
neighborhood. I enjoy it.
Five or six. I think you go out, and all the kids go out, and sing, carry
baskets, and do all this stuff, and there’s very little feedback from the
people, but you still go out. I think we do a lot.
I’d say eight, because we talk about it so much. It’s a goal, definitely. The
neighborhood is always mentioned at Park. A lot of things we do affect the
people right around here.
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Participants who were negative gave Park Church a passion ranking of four or
below:
I’d say a two or three. I’ve never heard it done, and so to call it a seven,
eight, nine, or ten you’d have to have heard of it being done, and I haven’t
heard it.
I’d give us a three, maybe four. We do the car washes, and other people
have walked the neighborhood asking for prayer requests. We’ve handed
out flyers.
This will probably be too critical. I don’t see us as much more than a
three. Part of it is fear—I don’t think we know how to do it.
The number that first popped into my mind was a four. I mean, it’s not
high on everyone’s list. Some people are really passionate about it, and
others could care less.
Participants who were neutral tended to give a middle-of-the-road ranking:
In the middle, because there are some who are very passionate, and there
are some who aren’t passionate at all, with nothing in between.
I’d say five, because we do try at specific seasons, Christmas and Easter,
and specific programs.
I’d say a five. The Church in the Park and the car washes, and the coat
drive. I’m sure we could do more.
Those participants who were blaming tended to attribute the problem to the
people in the neighborhood who do not attend church:
I don’t think we should have to go out and beg people to come to church. I
resent that, I really do. No one has to come out and beg me to come to
church.
If the area is made up mostly of young students, I’d be surprised if they
showed up in force.
In some ways it sounds like a dead end, doesn’t it? On the whole, don’t
you think it would be exceptional if students in the area starting attending?
I just don’t think people come to church like they used to.
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Table 21 presents the frequency of four categories of response. Overall, the
responses appear to give a “middle-of-the-road” ranking, with 9 positives, 9 negatives, 5
neutral, and 7 with an attitude of placing the onus on the outsider to come. In viewing
Table 21, those participants who are young in age and recent in involvement seemed to
express blame toward outsiders less frequently than the middle-aged or seniors who have
been involved at Park Church a long time. This reality is also illustrated in Figures 7 and
8.

Table 21. Responses to the Passion-Rating Question
Demographic
Group
LS

Total
Responses
17

LM

Positive

Negative

Neutral

Blaming

4

3

3

4

8

1

3

1

2

RY

10

4

2

1

1

RM

1

0

1

0

0

All

36

9

9

5

7
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Figure 7. Passion-rating response by age.
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Figure 8. Passion-rating response by length-of-involvement.

Summary of Findings
In summary, the data reveals the following characteristics about the focus group
participants.
Understanding of church. The participants were evenly divided in defining
church as a people or a place; however, senior adults were much more likely than
middle-aged and younger adults to define church in spatial terminology, and long-time
attendees were also more likely than recent attendees to see church as a place (though
age differences were more influential than length-of-involvement differences.)
Most participants defined church in language oriented toward God through
worship and personal spiritual growth, and/or oriented toward each other through
mutually supportive relationships. A clear minority of participants defined church in
language oriented toward the outside world. Regarding age, senior participants were least
likely to orient their church definitions toward the outside world. Long-time attendees
were also less likely than recent attendee to orient their language about church toward the
outside world, though the contrast was not as great as with age.
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Furthermore, those who defined church in spatial terminology were extremely
unlikely to orient their language toward the outside world.
Talking about Park Church. In describing Park Church to outsiders, the most
frequently mentioned distinctive was warmth, regardless of age or length-of-involvement.
Participants believe Park Church to be close-knit, supportive family of people who are
friendly and kind toward visitors and each other. The age group most frequent in their
mention of warmth as a distinctive characteristic was the middle-aged, and long-time
attendees were somewhat more likely to mention it than recent attendees.
The second most frequently distinctive was program, especially related to the
quality and style of the primary Sunday worship service. The frequent mention of
program was true regardless of length-of-involvement, but regarding age a variance
exists for the middle-aged participants. While the senior and young participants both
mentioned program as often as warmth in describing Park Church, the middle-aged
mentioned program only as the fourth most frequent characteristic. This contrast was
especially evident in focus group 2, a segmented group comprised entirely of the longtime middle-aged, in which program was not mentioned at all.
Causes for leaving a church. In discussing the large number of persons who
have stopped attending Park Church, the reason most often cited by participants was the
seeking of a better church situation, primarily understood as one bigger or younger, with
more attractive or active programs. Each of the three major demographic groups (LS,
LM, and RY) mentioned this reason most frequently, with the greatest frequency among
long-time seniors and the recent young.
Strategies for ministering to people. In suggesting ways to minister to more

Allen 115
people, the most frequently shared strategy was through new or strengthened programs.
The age group that mentioned this most frequently was the middle-aged, with less
frequent mention among the senior and young participants. The second-most frequent
suggestion related to greater visibility, especially through advertising.
Fulfilling the vision. In contemplating the Park Church vision, “we want to
becoming living evidence in our neighborhood that God is real and the gospel is true,”
most participants mentioned one or more specific ministry programs by name. Most
frequently mentioned were outside-oriented programs that involve the Park congregation
in meeting outsiders outside the church building. Senior participants were more likely
than the young and middle-aged to mention these ministries, and long-time attendees
were also more likely than recent attendees to mention these outside programs.
Rating Park’s passion for outreach. Among all participants, responses were
divided regarding the sense of optimism about Park’s passion for reaching out to the
neighborhood. Among ages, the young seem more positive than the senior and middleaged about Park’s passion for outreach, and recent attendees seem more positive than the
long-time attendees.
Furthermore, a sense of blame toward the outsiders is shared by some as though
the real problems lie with them and what participants perceive to the neighborhood’s lack
of interest. This negative and rather defeatist mind-set appears to be more prevalent
among the senior and middle-aged than the young, and more prevalent among long-time
attendees than recent attendees.
Overall, the data suggests that while Park Church people seem to understand the
concept of mission, they do not share the assumption that mission is integral to their
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identity as a congregation nor central to the identity of being a church. Instead, relational
intimacy and quality programming are perceived as being the keys to a faithful church.
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CHAPTER 5
CONCLUSIONS AND RECOMMENDATIONS
When I began as the pastor of Park Church almost six years ago, the central vision
of my leadership was that we would become a congregation with a vital ministry to our
immediate neighborhood. As a small and declining church in a still-vibrant community, I
believed that Park’s best hope for renewal was in becoming first and foremost a
neighborhood church. My vision was also rooted in a concept of church and mission that
has been profoundly shaped by the writings of Newbigin, in which the local church exists
as a living expression and witness of the kingdom of God, a community “sent” as a
mission to a dying world. Therefore, early in my ministry at Park, I convened a Vision
Team of persons to articulate the nature of our call, and through this process the
following vision statement emerged: “We want to be living evidence in our neighborhood
that God is real and the gospel is true.”
Of course, the pursuit of dreams and visions happens within real situations in
congregations like Park United Methodist Church. In real situations, progress toward
dreams and visions must be evaluated with honest scrutiny. For me, that honesty scrutiny
began near the end of my fifth year as I read a book by McManus, pastor of Mosaic
Church in Los Angeles, entitled An Unstoppable Force: Daring to Become the Church
God Had in Mind. McManus uses a term I had never encountered before, “apostolic
ethos,” to describe the mind-set or culture of any congregation that takes seriously their
identity as a “commission community,” a people who “are on mission together” (167).
Furthermore, McManus believes that an apostolic ethos is waiting to emerge inside every
local congregation (20). This study arose out of my asking the questions, “Five years
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after adopting our outreach-oriented vision statement, does an apostolic ethos exist within
Park Church, and if so, to what extent?” and “What are the barriers we must overcome in
order to strengthen this ethos?”
Two research questions grew out of this honest scrutiny, namely (1) To what
extent does an apostolic ethos shape the identity of Park Church? and (2) What are the
barriers that limit a pervasive apostolic ethos from permeating the life and witness of
Park Church? Six focus groups, involving over sixty members of the Park Church
congregation, were convened in order to address these research questions. Chapter 4
details the data that resulted from those focus groups, and Chapter 5 seeks to determine
answers to the research questions.
Interpreting the Data
The study’s two research questions framed the conclusions drawn from the data.
Research Question 1
To what extent does an apostolic ethos shape the identity of Park Church?
Answering this question requires interpreting the focus group data for evidence of the
marks of a genuine apostolic ethos within the participants. The marks of an apostolic
ethos were defined in Chapter 3 as a congregation that (1) understands church as a
community “sent” in mission to the world, (2) defines a significant part of their identity
in terms of reaching out, (3) engages in ministries that bless and connect with outsiders
on their own turf, (4) shares a deep, personal, and abiding passion for those outside the
faith, and (5) exhibits a Spirit-led confidence that their mission to the world will bear
fruit. In assessing the extent of apostolic ethos within the congregation, each mark is
evaluated in terms of the data.
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Understanding church as a “sent” community. McManus believes that
“language is an important transmitter of culture” (123). Furthermore, the actual words
and phrases people use speak volumes about their culture, even among persons who
technically speak the same language. In examining the culture of a church, then, one can
begin with observing how persons define the word church. As McManus writes, “There
may be no more important word for us to evaluate in this area than the word church.
What does it mean to be the church of Jesus Christ? What is an acceptable definition of a
local church?” (126).
The first observation from the data arising from interview question 1 (i.e.,
involving a brief definition of the word church) indicates that the Park Church
congregation is evenly divided regarding their understanding of church as a people or
a place. This division is telling, since fundamental to the idea of being “sent” is in
understanding church in social and not spatial terms. After all, people may be sent, but
places are not.
At first glance, one is hopeful from this data since the possibility exists that at
least half of the participants (those defining church in terms of people) exhibit an
apostolic ethos. The possibility also exists that at least some who define church as a place
might exhibit at least some level of apostolic ethos as long as those participants
understand their gathering place as a launching point for mission, much as a fire
department understands their “place” as a sending station for firefighters.
In reviewing the remainder of data from interview question 1, the optimism fades.
After all, less than 20 percent of participants oriented their definitional language of
church toward the outside world. While church for the large percentage of participants is
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a place of spiritual growth, worship, devotion, mutual love and support, only a small
number mentioned the church’s responsibility toward the outside world. If, as Newbigin
and others suggest, the church is essentially a mission (not just “in mission”), then
persons who understand this would speak more often of mission as a defining
characteristic of the church.
The lack of toward the world language was especially obvious among those
defining the church spatially, dispelling much likelihood that these participants view the
church’s “place” as a sending station, but rather almost exclusively as a gathering point
for its members to love God and one another. Among those defining church in terms of
people, the toward the world language increased but still comprised a clear minority
among the three lingual categories of orientation. Certainly, one would expect the Godorientation to be primary, given that the church is ultimately the people of God, but a
prevalent apostolic ethos would suggest a more equal representation between language
oriented toward outsiders and one another. The notable difference in these latter two
orientations would seem to indicate that the apostolic ethos within Park Church is more
dormant than active.
The good news is that among younger participants, all of whom have entered the
Park Church congregation within the past six years, the large majority define church in
people terms. Furthermore, half of these younger participants who define church in
people terms also use language oriented toward the world. This data suggests either a
shifting ecclesiology among the younger generation, and the possibility that the past six
years has seen a decided ecclesiological shift within the Park Church congregation.
How Park Church people define their identity. When participants talk about

Allen 121
Park Church, what distinctives emerge from the data, and what does that data imply? As
detailed in Chapter 4, the participants spoke most often about the warmth of Park Church,
referring to dynamics like friendliness, intimacy, mutual love and support. Obviously, the
participants take pride in their identity as a caring community. This elevation of warmth
as Park’s calling card is consistent across both age and length-of-involvement, thus
suggesting that no significant shifts are occurring among the participants in terms of how
they view Park Church as distinctive.
Conspicuously absent as a category among responses was the concept of mission.
Of the sixty-nine responses, only two mentioned anything related to a mission of outreach
to outsiders, hardly enough to constitute a major category. In terms of apostolic ethos
toward the immediate community, these two responses did in fact mention the
neighborhood, but they stand alone among all responses. For a congregation whose vision
statement declares, “We want to be living evidence in our neighborhood that God is real
and the gospel is true,” the evidence suggests that very few participants define their
church in light of this vision. Instead, participants seem to view Park Church primarily as
a community of people who love one another. While such a distinctive may indicate an
ethos of Christian love and hospitality, as well as the impression that participants are very
happy with their involvement in Park Church, they do not indicate a discernible apostolic
ethos of any magnitude.
Ministries that bless and connect with outsiders. When participants shared
what they believed to be distinctive about Park Church, they spoke next most frequently
(after warmth) about the church’s number and quality of programs, including the Sunday
worship service. None of the programs mentioned, however, include ministries that
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engage outsiders on their own turf or any ministries that address specific needs within the
neighborhood. This understanding of inwardly oriented program suggests a rather
dormant apostolic ethos since Park’s people do not seem to define their identity in
ministries that involve the sending of people into the neighborhood. Program instead is
viewed by participants as something offered at the church to those who will choose to
come.
This understanding of ministry as “something a church offers to those who choose
to come” is further evidenced by the response to interview question 3, in which
participants are asked to explain why certain persons no longer attend Park Church.
Though this interview question is more thoroughly considered under research question 2,
the data warrants some discussion here. Across each demographic group, seeking a better
church was identified as the most common reason persons have left Park Church. Again,
the idea appears prevalent that the church is to offer strong and numerous benefits to
those who come, not to seek to carry benefits to outsiders, and that persons will seek out
a church based upon the benefits a church offer from within.
The responses to interview question 4, the strategies suggested as a means of
ministering to more people, only strengthen this perception. Once again, the strategy of
programs emerges as primary, with the idea that by offering more programs, more
persons will come into the church. On a positive note, one participant mentioned a
program that would address a specific need within the neighborhood, namely ministry to
the homeless.
Interestingly, participants seem to understand reasonably well what outsideoriented ministries look like, as ten of seventeen responses to interview question 5, which
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asked participants to specify how Park Church is fulfilling its vision, included comments
about outside-oriented ministries. Church in the Park, helping college students move in,
and the ice storm yard cleanup are among the ministries mentioned by name among the
participants. Among those who mentioned inside-oriented ministries, most talked about
aspects of those ministries that are effective in drawing outsiders. When reminded of the
vision statement, participants were able to recall these ministries, which suggests at least
a basic level of apostolic understanding. Unfortunately, however, these ministries
evidently do not occupy a large part of what they view to be distinctive about Park
Church.
In describing Park Church, while fewer among the middle-aged mentioned
program as a primary distinctive, the senior and younger participants mentioned it more
frequently. Program also scores highly when compared across lengths-of-involvement,
again suggesting the absence of any major shift in how participants view Park Church.
A personal passion for outsiders. Interview question 6 addressed the issue of
passion, asking participants to rate the overall passion level of the congregation regarding
neighborhood outreach. Overall, participants seemed evenly divided regarding the
passion level within the Park Church congregation regarding neighborhood outreach.
Those rating the passion positively were equal in number with those giving a negative
rating. Furthermore, within each of these two categories, most persons were relatively
mild in their rating, meaning that very few would have used an extreme rating, meaning 9
or 10 on the positive side or 1 or 2 on the negative side. Moreover, a category emerged of
persons who were decidedly neutral, unable to move beyond a middle ranking of 5.
Passion is a difficult quality to measure, which likely explains some of the
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difficulty that participants had in offering a rating as well as the diversity of their ratings.
The general response seemed to be that “we’ve done some things in our neighborhood
that we feel good about, but some of us have done more than others. We know we
probably should do more, but even if we don’t, the feeling is still there.” Interestingly, the
most positive in their perceptions of congregational passion were the younger
participants, and the most negative in their perceptions were the middle-aged. The
positive viewpoint of the younger participants perhaps points to the increase in missional
activity the congregation has engaged in over the past several years, but how does one
make sense of the negative perception of the middle-aged? Perhaps they’ve been around
Park Church long enough to know that short-term surges in missional activity do not
necessarily demonstrate genuine and enduring passion.
Apostolic confidence. The responses to interview questions 5 and 6 offer insight
into the confidence level of participants regarding the fruitfulness of the apostolic task.
If apostolic understanding were the measure, the participants would score reasonably
well since most participants were able to specify outside-oriented ministries in response
to interview question 5. The issue, however, is apostolic confidence, whether or not the
ethos of Park Church exhibits a pervasive optimism that ministries of outreach will
ultimately bear fruit. In that regard, one notes that a number of persons responded to
interview question 6, related to Park’s passion toward outreach, in language of blame, in
which the onus rests on the outsiders for their failure to attend church activities. A spirit
of defeatism also seems inherent in their comments based on the belief that the
fruitfulness of outreach is measured by how many “come to church.” This attitude of
blame is more common among long-time attendees than recent attendees, suggesting
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perhaps a defeatism born of extended experience within a declining church. On the
whole, such limited confidence in the apostolic task suggests that a prevalent apostolic
ethos is still waiting to emerge among the people of Park Church.
Research Question 2
What are the barriers that limit a pervasive apostolic ethos from permeating the
life and witness of Park Church? Answering this question requires interpreting the focus
group data for recurring aspects of the Park Church ethos that could hinder the emergence
of an apostolic ethos. In studying the data, four significant barriers emerged: an attitude
of contentment, an atmosphere of inwardness, an artificial Christendom, and an absence
of confidence and creativity.
An attitude of contentment. One of the pleasant surprises that emerged from the
data was how overwhelmingly happy participants seem to be with their involvement in
Park Church. Getting participants to talk about their church, as in interview question 2,
was easy, and people seemed to have a steady supply of positive things to say. Perhaps
the presence of their pastor as facilitator explains this phenomenon, but I did not sense
anything contrived in the responses.
Of course, contentment is not always an asset, especially if it causes one to avoid
the honest scrutiny sometimes required for personal growth. The congregation is not
necessarily against outreach, but they also have no great hunger for it. The word passion
has the Greek word pathos as its etymological root, a word that connotates suffering.
Implied, therefore, in the word passion is the idea of suffering, an inward discomfort that
yearns for something better. Similarly, the absence of apostolic passion within the Park
Church congregation indicated in interview question 6 can perhaps be attributed to the
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significant comfort and happiness that the participants experience through their
involvement in the church. In this way, an attitude of contentment can become an
impediment to the emergence of the apostolic ethos.
This absence of passion is also evident in the lack of creativity among the
responses. When interview question 4 asked about potential strategies for ministering to
more people, very few new ideas emerged, suggesting a lack of energy or real
thoughtfulness toward the idea of outreach.
An atmosphere of inwardness. As explained in the biblical study of Chapter 2,
the people of God have often faced the tendency to become ingrown, emphasizing the
elements of fellowship with God and each other as the total identity of the church. The
data suggests that the same is true for Park Church. In other words, the participants share
a genuine appreciation for the spiritual inspiration and warmth of fellowship they
experience within the Park Church congregation (interview question 2), which is entirely
consistent with how they define church as a whole (interview question 1), in language
oriented toward God and one another. While some congregations might emphasize their
doing to the neglect of their being, the opposite is true of Park Church, according to the
data. Hardly any mention is made of Park Church doing anything distinctive, especially
in terms of outreach, but much is said about the closeness to God and one another within
the congregation.
An artificial Christendom. Those sociologists who aver the demise of
Christendom have never visited Park United Methodist Church, for if they did, they
would find Christendom alive and well. A Christendom-bound concept of church and
culture is centripetal in nature, with the church’s mission conceived in terms of drawing
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persons in toward the center, as opposed to the centrifugal mission of the New Testament
church. In this worldview, the idea of outreach is defined as attracting persons into the
church’s space (i.e., structure) through meaningful programs and ministries. Since
persons are going attend a church anyway, the logic goes, we need to make our church as
attractive as possible in hope they might choose ours.
The Christendom perspective of Park Church is evident in the frequency with
which the focus group participants gave program-related responses to interview questions
3 and 4. Based on the data, better programs are both the most significant reason why
persons have left Park Church and the most effective strategy for ministering to more
people. In this perspective, “ministering to” more people is roughly equivalent to
“drawing in” more people.
This Christendom mind-set is also evident in the responses to interview question 4
that suggested visibility as a strategy for ministering to more people. Among those
participants, the assumption remains that outsiders are looking for a church to attend, and
if Park Church simply becomes more visible, more people will come. Again, the
emphasis is on getting people to “come to church,” as opposed to extending the ministry
of the church beyond the walls and into the neighborhood.
Finally, the responses to interview question 6 that tend to blame outsiders for not
coming to church are further evidence of a Christendom mind-set. Again the assumption
emerges that these people “know better” and should be coming to church, regardless of
whether the church reaches out or not.
Surprisingly, the Christendom perspective within Park Church toward church and
mission does not appear to be fading with newer and younger attendees. While some
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shifts are encouraging, especially the reality that more younger and newer attendees
define church as a people rather than a place, other evidence is more troubling, such as
younger and newer attendees being more likely to name “inside-oriented” ministries as
examples of how Park Church is fulfilling its vision. The younger and new attendees are
also just as likely as the other participants to suggest programs as the best strategy to
minister to more people.
In summary, Park’s people need to recover an abiding burden for outsiders, to
renounce the natural tendency toward inwardness and to realize that the era of
Christendom has become the age of mission.
Surprises from the Data
Some results from the data in this study surprised me. While some of the
hypothetical barriers mentioned in Chapter 1 proved to be present within the Park Church
congregation, including a Christendom mind-set and an attitude of apathy, several did not
emerge from the data. I was expecting individualism to be one of the primary barriers to
overcome, but in fact a healthy sense of community is present. Among the core values of
Park Church, authentic fellowship is certainly primary. Not only has a sense of
community kept long-time attendees involved (even when others have left), but it seems
to be the primary factor in keeping recent attendees connected. Also, postmodern
pluralism did not emerge as a likely barrier since participants did not seem to find the
idea of outreach offensive or condescending to outsiders. In fact, the participants were
very open to the idea of reaching out and aware of the obligation to reach out, they are
just not sufficiently motivated or confident to reach out.
I was also surprised by the lasting impression our limited opportunities for
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outreach events had made upon our congregation. Persons were quick to mention specific
events from the past several years as though they derived a special sense of pride (the
good kind) and satisfaction from them. Such an unexpected insight gives me greater
motivation for planning more outreach events in the future.
Finally, I was pleasantly surprised by the level of affection the participants appear
to share for their church family, especially among the younger and more recent attendees.
I expected, perhaps due to my ego, that younger persons came to and stayed within the
fellowship of Park Church because of quality of worship or the leadership of a dynamic
young pastor. What I found, however, was that the younger attendees talked about the
pastor least of all. Instead, what meant the most to them about Park Church was the
genuine warmth and care embodied by the congregation.
Limitations and Transferability
This study centers on one particular congregation in one particular setting and is,
therefore, limited in nature. Furthermore, no other congregations produced data for the
sake of comparison and contrast; however, I suspect that Park Church is much like
hundreds, perhaps thousands, of congregations throughout mainline American
Protestantism, and I would imagine that at least some of the barriers to an apostolic ethos
faced by Park Church congregation are common to all churches. My own experience
within four other United Methodist churches, all considerably larger than Park
Church, only strengthens my conviction about these common struggles. Moreover, we
observe the New Testament, specifically the Acts of the Apostles, and understand that
churches have always consciously and subconsciously resisted the apostolic call.
If nothing else, this study could provide a model for honest scrutiny within any
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congregation seeking to evaluate the prevalence of and barriers to an apostolic ethos. This
evaluative model would be effective both within churches seeking to reach out to their
immediate neighborhoods, as well as larger congregations that consider their ministries to
be regional in scope. The use of guided focus group discussions can provide a helpful
window into the ecclesiology and missiology of any congregation.
Weaknesses of this Study
In reflecting upon the methodology within this study, three weaknesses are
apparent. First, the presence of the pastor as facilitator of the focus groups could have
affected the honesty of the responses. In some instances, especially among the senior
adults, a tendency emerged, when talking about the distinctives of Park Church, to speak
glowingly about the pastor. While I suspect that their appreciation was genuine, I am
nonetheless mindful of the possibility that they spoke more about me than they would
have if I had not been present. Perhaps they thought their praise of me would benefit my
dissertation evaluation. Regardless of reason, I would suggest that future pastors who
utilize this evaluative methodology recruit and train another person to serve as facilitator.
This person, however, should be well known by the congregation in order to maximize
the comfort level and sense of trust within the discussion.
Another weakness relates to the discussion questions themselves. In retrospect,
interview question 3 did not accomplish what I originally hoped it would. My initial
intent with this question was to gauge participants’ opinions regarding the significant
decline in Park Church’s worship attendance over the past several decades to see if they
recognized the lack of outreach as one possible explanation. Instead, the question focused
more on why specific persons left the church.
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Also, one additional interview question would have been helpful: “What do you
think is the main reason that churches don’t tend to reach out to their immediate
neighborhoods?” The need for this question became apparent through my congregational
reflection group in which one participant shared his belief that most people in the church
simply lack training in the area of outreach. In his words, “I think the main reason we
don’t reach out is that we just don’t know how to start.” Upon hearing his candid,
teachable words, I wished I had asked the participants a more direct question about the
reasons churches do not reach out. This additional interview question could help
determine how the leadership of the church can more effectively equip and embolden
people for the apostolic task.
Recommendations
If McManus is correct in asserting that “[t]here is no more significant reason to be
a pastoral leader than to awaken an apostolic ethos” (112), where does Park Church go
from here? Which leadership strategies will help the latent apostolic ethos with the
congregation become fully vibrant? Of course, proposed strategies are at best speculative,
but based on the answers to the research questions, as well as personal experience, I
would suggest the following courses of action: personal evaluation, leadership
development, apostolic involvement, affirmation of strengths, consistent proclamation,
and intentional prayer.
Personal Evaluation
Congregational transformation must begin with the leader. In reflecting on my
occasional frustration with the dormancy of Park’s apostolic ethos, I am struck by
McManus’s words:
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If you’ve been leading your congregation for more than five years, your
congregation likely reflects who you are. If you hold the position of
leader, and the ethos does not reflect your core values, then you’re not the
leader—someone else is. If you are genuinely the leader, and you do not
like the values of your congregation, the first place you need to bring
change into is your own life. (140)
In essence, change must begin with me.
As noted through my own personal experience described in Chapter 1, the pastor
must always recognize his or her own tendency toward a concept of church and mission
that is comfortably rooted in Christendom. In any church seeking to awaken an apostolic
ethos, the pastor must first give up the erroneous (and habitual) notion that success in
ministry lies primarily in how many people attend Sunday worship or that the primary
concerns of outreach are worship style issues. Such ideas are rooted in a centripetal
understanding of mission that we are seeking to draw in as many people as possible in
toward the center, which is the church. A centrifugal understanding of mission is more
biblically faithful, rooted in the conviction that the Church is a “sent” community, called
to move out from the contented center to the very ends of the earth, beginning with one’s
own neighborhood. Pastors must continually ask themselves, “Does my own life and
ministry reflect an apostolic ethos?” This self-scrutiny is crucial if, as Newbigin believes,
the ordained pastor is called to lead the way by being more than a chaplain:
Is it the primary business of the ordained minister to look after the
spiritual needs of the church members? Is it to represent God’s kingdom to
the whole community? Or—and this is surely true answer—is it to lead the
whole congregation as God’s embassage to the whole community?
(Gospel 236-37)
Pastors must not simply talk about mission but must lead their congregations into
mission, into the world.
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Leadership Development
After the pastor begins with self-evaluation, he or she must lead church leaders
through a regular and honest scrutiny regarding the church’s faithfulness and
effectiveness in pursuing an apostolic vision. One reality that emerged from the focus
group interviews was the lack of apostolic vision evident among everyone in Park
Church, including the leaders. The data presented within this dissertation could prove
helpful within a process of honest scrutiny for the leadership of Park Church, causing us
to reassess the specific nature of our vision statement, define precisely what it means, and
establish clear and attainable steps toward its fulfillment. A shared, collaborate approach
could prove an effective strategy for broader ownership and understanding of the vision.
In honesty, the original vision statement was, in retrospect, more a product of my own
love for Newbigin than a shared conviction fully embraced by the leadership of Park
Church. To the congregation’s credit, they have been supportive, if not passionate, about
the stated desire to be an outreaching church.
Apostolic Involvement
Notable among the responses to interview question 5, in which participants were
asked to identify vision-fulfilling ministries, were the specific references to actual
outreach-oriented ministries that have occurred over the past several years. Despite the
relatively small number of these events, they seem to have left a lasting impression on the
people of Park Church. The memorable nature of those events suggests the ongoing need
to involve persons in outside-oriented ministries, a process that could help awaken an
apostolic ethos within the congregation in several ways.
First of all, apostolic activity builds apostolic confidence. When persons engage
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outsiders through conversation amid simple acts of service or kindness, the intimidating
nature of outreach decreases considerably. I witnessed this last summer when a team of
adults and children spent two Saturdays promoting vacation Bible school in a nearby city
park. In the process of handing out free balloons, making balloon animals, and face
painting, our church members had an enjoyable experience meeting persons outside the
church and sharing in casual, nonthreatening conversation. No amount of talking about
outreach could accomplish what experience alone could provide. Similarly, a recent
experience, in which our Outreach Team hosted six homeless men for the evening inside
the church fellowship hall, provided an opportunity for several of Park’s members to
meet homeless men by sharing a dinner with them. The casual conversations shared with
the homeless seemed to lessen the sense of fear previously associated with such a
ministry. In short, involvement breeds confidence. I believe one reason that the previous
outreach events left such good memories is because they showed Park’s people that
outreach can actually be done.
Secondly, apostolic involvement helps people to know their neighborhood better.
The best demographic information is limited compared to the actual opportunity to meet
and converse with people in the neighborhood. Not only do the people of the church meet
those who occupy the surrounding streets, but the neighborhood gets an opportunity to
meet the people of Park Church and to form new opinions of what church people are
about. Both groups might discover that they actually like one another.
Finally, apostolic involvement rekindles our sense of purpose and mission. When
serving the neighborhood, for example, through the ice storm cleanup in February 2003,
the sentiment among those involved was, “You know, this is the kind of stuff the church
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is supposed to be about.” Rather than simply attending another Bible study, people were
actually living witnesses of God’s love in the neighborhood, a “sent” people, even if only
for one Saturday. Through apostolic involvement, the pastor can remind people that the
purpose of outreach is not found in achieving “success” (as is often defined by getting
people into the church). Rather, ultimately, Christians reach out in love because that is
what Christians do.
Apostolic activities are not necessarily complicated, either. I have seen one
Outreach Team leader resign abruptly, complaining that the role of Outreach Team
required more organization and detail work than he was prepared to give. Those leading
in this ministry need reminding that outsider-oriented projects can be as simple as calling
on volunteers to show up on a Saturday morning to clean ice storm debris.
Affirmation of Strengths
Another element of honest scrutiny lies in embracing our distinctives and
allowing God to use them. For example, rather than see Park’s closeness as a caring
community as an insurmountable barrier to awakening the apostolic ethos, the
congregation can assess how a potential liability can become an asset. Genuine intimacy
and care need not necessarily become inwardly focused selfishness. As Jesus declared,
“By this everyone will know that you are my disciples, if you have love for one another”
(John 13:35). Rather than see intimacy as a handicap, Jesus claimed that the disciples’
witness would be magnified through their love for one another. That dynamic was present
in the early Church as well, a unified body of loving believers who were daily adding
new converts to the fold. Affirming the strength of Park’s fellowship can also enhance
apostolic confidence since church members will more likely believe they have something
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tangible to offer, the blessing of God’s love found within authentic community.
Consistent Proclamation
The hopeful shift taking place among younger and more recent attendees in the
areas of ecclesiology and missiology suggests that the long-dormant apostolic ethos of
Park Church is beginning to stir. Nevertheless, as the data has suggested, this awakening
is by no means guaranteed. What is required is continual verbal reinforcement of the Park
Church vision, as well as the biblical, theological, ecclesiological, and missiological roots
from which it grows. In my six years as pastor, I have learned that only a fraction of what
the leader says is actually hear; therefore, overemphasis of the vision is virtually
impossible.
The awakening of an apostolic ethos is akin to a worldview conversion, and such
revolutions in thinking take time. Thomas Kuhn, in his book The Structure of Scientific
Revolutions, explains the struggle of many scientists to embrace new frameworks of
reality, asserting that one’s prevailing paradigm can actually prevent the scientist from
seeing new phenomena that contradict previous constructs. One example Kuhn cites is
Sir William Herschel’s discovery of Uranus in 1781, noting that in the ninety years
preceding a number of Europe’s most prestigious astronomers had seen “a star in
positions that we now suppose must have been occupied at the time by Uranus” (115).
The phenomenon, however, did not fit within the narrow perceptual categories (star or
comet) of the prevailing space paradigm.
Realizing that the observed motion did not resemble a cometary orbit, astronomer
Lexell finally suggested that this might be a planet. Interestingly, Uranus was the first
planet identified since prehistoric days, but in the next fifty years twenty new planets
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were observed, all with standard instrumentation. Herschel’s paradigm-shattering
conclusion had caused a shift of vision within the entire astronomical community (11516). As Kuhn suggests, “Led by a new paradigm, scientists adopt new instruments and
look in new places. Even more important, during revolutions scientists see new and
different things when looking with familiar instruments in places they have looked
before” (111).
Worldview conversion in the local church involves a similar shift of vision where
new perceptual frameworks open eyes to different ways of understanding the same
reality. Therefore, the pastor must continue to reinforce the apostolic call with regularity
and persistence, remembering God’s promise through the prophet Isaiah:
For as the rain and the snow come down from heaven, and do not return
there until they have watered the earth, making it bring forth and sprout,
giving seed to the sower and bread to the eater, so shall my word be that
goes out from my mouth; it shall not return to me empty, but it shall
accomplish that which I purpose, and succeed in the thing for which I sent
it. (55:10-11)
Intentional Prayer
Throughout the history of God’s people, God has called persons to his mission
through the work and witness of the Holy Spirit, usually through the avenue of prayer. In
Acts 13:1-3, Barnabas and Saul are set apart for missionary service as a result of a
spiritual revelation received through prayerful worship and fasting. If the mission of the
Church is indeed ultimately the “mission of God,” whereby the Father sends the Son into
the world, and the Father and the ascended Son send the Spirit, and the Spirit sends the
Church, then any apostolic ethos within Park Church will be dependent upon our intimate
and prayerful relationship with God. Only the Holy Spirit can call persons and churches
to mission so that awakening the apostolic vision within Park Church is ultimately God’s
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work, not mine. As pastor, therefore, I must continually create space within the gathered
community for extended seasons of prayer and fasting, calling upon God to reveal his
mission again and to ignite our passion for a partnership with him in redeeming the
world, beginning with our neighborhood.
Postscript
The results of the study confirmed the inward concerns that prompted the
selection of this topic. Park Church, like many churches through the world, has an
apostolic ethos that is more latent than actualized. Seeing that dream awakened is my
dream. The year 2005 will mark the one hundred year anniversary of the fledgling
congregation formed under the name “The Park Avenue Mission.” If the next one
hundred years are to be a century of biblical faithfulness, the people of Park Church must
reclaim the apostolic vision of their founders, radiating outward into their neighborhood
with the transforming love of Jesus Christ.
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APPENDIX A
LETTER OF INVITATION TO PARTICIPANTS
Participant
Address
City/State/Zip
December 30, 2003
Dear ______________,
As you may know, I am working on a dissertation project for a Doctor of Ministry degree
at Asbury Theological Seminary. You may say, “Haven’t you finished that thing yet?”
The answer is, “Not yet, but with your help I can!” ☺
At this point, the first three chapters of the dissertation have been completed and
approved, but now I need real, live people who are willing to attend one meeting in
January. That’s why I’m writing you.
You are invited to participate in a meeting that will help me learn more about Park
Church as I work toward completing my dissertation. The purpose of the meeting is
simply to have a group of people share in open and informal discussion about some
issues related to our church. And, of course, refreshments will be available.
Your participation is desired for two significant reasons. First of all, these discussions
could be beneficial to the life and ministry of Park Church, and potentially other
congregations as well. Secondly, you’ll be doing me a personal favor in helping me
complete an academic degree.
This meeting will be held on ___________________ from _____pm-_____pm in the
Park Church small fellowship hall and will involve 6-10 other people from our church.
The entire time of the meeting will be spent in group discussion.
Enclosed is a stamped, pre-addressed response card. Would you mind completing the
card and returning it to me by Friday, January 9th? I will call you to follow up in case
you forget. Thank you in advance for your participation in this process.
Grace and peace

Mike Allen
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APPENDIX B
RESPONSE CARD
*Please return to Mike Allen by January 9th.
_____Yes! I’ll be glad to help with your dissertation
by attending the meeting on _______________.
_____Yes! I’d be glad to help, but I’m unavailable at
that time. I’d be willing to attend at another time.
_____ I am unable to help at this time.

________________________________________
Name(s)

Allen 141
APPENDIX C
THANK YOU LETTER

Participant
Address
City/State/Zip
February 12, 2004
Dear ______________,
Thank you so much for your recent participation in a focus group related to my
dissertation. If I am successful in completing my degree, you’ll be partially responsible!
As I promised, the thoughts and opinions you shared will be kept in confidence. When
my study is complete, I’ll be more than willing to share the results with anyone who is
interested.
Grace and peace,

Mike Allen
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